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        Google's New AI Puts Breasts on Minors--And J. D. Vance
        Matteo Wong

        Sorry to tell you this, but Google's new AI shopping tool appears eager to give J. D. Vance breasts. Allow us to explain.This week, at its annual software conference, Google released an AI tool called Try It On, which acts as a virtual dressing room: Upload images of yourself while shopping for clothes online, and Google will show you what you might look like in a selected garment. Curious to play around with the tool, we began uploading images of famous men--Vance, Sam Altman, Abraham Lincoln, Mi...

      

      
        In Times of Trouble, Seek Moral Beauty
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Maximilian Kolbe was a Polish priest and Franciscan friar who was arrested by the Gestapo in 1941 for hiding Jews and publishing anti-Nazi tracts, then sent to Auschwitz. He might have survived the camp and the war had he looked out for himself. Instead, he volunteered to take the place of a man randomly selected to be starved to death in retribution for another prisoner's escape. After several w...

      

      
        Now PBS Is Censoring a Film About Free Speech
        Daniel Engber

        American Masters, an award-winning documentary series in its 39th season on PBS, promises to tell "compelling, unvarnished stories" about the nation's most important cultural figures. The program's most recent story, though--Art Spiegelman: Disaster Is My Muse, about the cartoonist-author of Maus, the Pulitzer Prize-winning graphic novel depicting the Holocaust, and a self-described "poster boy for books being censored"--seemed to need a bit more varnish on its approach to Donald Trump. In April, t...

      

      
        Trump Is Crushing the Netanyahu Myth
        Yair Rosenberg

        The evening that Donald Trump defeated Kamala Harris, Netanyahu land rejoiced. The news anchors on Channel 14, Israel's equivalent of Fox News, toasted Trump's victory live on air. Yinon Magal, the ultranationalist host of Israel's premier right-wing talk show, led his audience in a round of celebratory singing while Trump's face grinned on the screen behind them. Benjamin Netanyahu himself congratulated Trump on "history's greatest comeback." The Israeli leader and his allies seemed certain that...

      

      
        First My Mother Died. Then My Home Got Hit by a Tornado.
        Ian Bogost

        The wind was whipping up, but I ignored it. I was at my house in St. Louis, on the phone with the rabbi who would officiate my mother's funeral, a thousand miles away. We spoke about her life, her family, the service, and other matters both material and spiritual. Mom had been sick for well over a year, but she started declining rapidly in December. Late last month, she was admitted to hospice. Along with her nurses and aides, I helped tend to her frail form as she slowly ceased to be able to eat...

      

      
        The Largest Upward Transfer of Wealth in American History
        Jonathan Chait

        House Republicans worked through the night to advance a massive piece of legislation that might, if enacted, carry out the largest upward transfer of wealth in American history.That is not a side effect of the legislation, but its central purpose. The "big, beautiful bill" would pair huge cuts to food assistance and health insurance for low-income Americans with even larger tax cuts for affluent ones.Hakeem Jeffries, the House minority leader, warned that the bill's passage, by a 215-214 margin, ...

      

      
        How to Disappear
        Benjamin Wallace

        You could easily mistake Alec Harris for a spy or an escaped prisoner, given all of the tradecraft he devotes to being unfindable. Mail addressed to him goes to a UPS Store. To buy things online, he uses a YubiKey, a small piece of hardware resembling a thumb drive, to open Bitwarden, a password manager that stores his hundreds of unique, long, random passwords. Then he logs in to Privacy.com, a subscription service that lets him open virtual debit cards under as many different names as he wishes;...

      

      
        'What If I Don't Keep Feeling Strident?'
        Spencer Kornhaber

        About two years ago, Ezra Furman gave up--first in her mind, and then, it seemed, in her body.The 38-year-old singer was nearly two decades into a prolific rock-and-roll career. Her nervy, poetic sound had earned devoted fans and critical acclaim, plus a job soundtracking the Netflix TV show Sex Education. But her sixth solo album, 2022's All of Us Flames--an epic-scale protest album about surviving in a collapsing world--hadn't generated as much buzz as she'd hoped for, and she told me her label, A...

      

      
        What RFK Jr. Doesn't Understand About Autism
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsExpressing concern can sometimes be a delicate endeavor. One can intend to be empathetic, but the target of concern hears only condescension and pity. So it is with Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who recently talked about how much autistic children suffer. These poor kids, he said at a July 16 press conference, would never "pay taxes. They'll never hold a job. They'll never play baseball. They'll never write a po...

      

      
        OpenAI's Ambitions Just Became Crystal Clear
        Matteo Wong

        Sam Altman is done with keyboards and screens. All that swiping and typing and scrolling--too much potential friction between you and ChatGPT.Earlier today, OpenAI announced its intentions to solve this apparent problem. The company is partnering with Jony Ive, the longtime head of design at Apple, who did pioneering work on products such as the iMac G3, the iPod, and, most famously, the iPhone. Together, Altman and Ive say they want to create hardware built specifically for AI software. Everyone,...

      

      
        Republicans Still Can't Say No to Trump
        Russell Berman

        Updated at 10:13 a.m. ET on May 22, 2025.Representative Tim Burchett is fond of saying no.The fourth-term Tennessean was one of the eight renegade Republicans who helped oust Kevin McCarthy, and when Speaker Mike Johnson tries to rally the party around legislation, many times Burchett is one of the last holdouts. As Burchett left the Capitol on Monday, he complained to me: "It's always the conservatives that have to compromise."Right up until the moment the House voted early Thursday morning on P...

      

      
        COVID Shots for Kids Are Over
        Katherine J. Wu

        
Long before he joined the FDA to run the center that regulates vaccines, Vinay Prasad argued against COVID shots for kids. Among his many criticisms of the United States' approach to combatting the disease, Prasad has insisted that pediatric vaccines have few benefits for kids--and has maintained that the FDA should never have authorized COVID boosters for them, that the CDC should never have recommended those shots, and that "it is malpractice for a doctor to recommend the booster to children." ...

      

      
        The Trump Administration's Favorite Answer
        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 of the key predecessors of the modern Republican Party was the Know Nothing Party, so called because of its secrecy. When asked about the organization, members would reputedly reply, "I know nothing."The Donald Trump-era GOP shares some things with its 19th-century ancestor: populist politics, xenop...

      

      
        Trump Hands Putin Another Victory
        Jonathan Lemire

        For years, President Donald Trump has bragged that he, and only he, could bring an end to the Russia-Ukraine war. "I'll have that done in 24 hours," he said repeatedly during his most recent presidential campaign. Once back in the White House, he told advisers to plan for a summit with Russian President Vladimir Putin, in the hope of creating a made-for-TV spectacle during which he could formally announce a resolution to the war, two administration officials and an outside adviser told me.But pla...

      

      
        'I Have Never Seen Anything Like This'
        Alan Taylor

        More than 900 tornadoes have already been reported in the U.S. this year, according to the National Weather Service. This past week saw outbreaks in more than a dozen states that damaged or destroyed countless homes and killed at least 42 people.Michael Swensen / GettyDebris floats in a pool near a severely damaged house on May 18, 2025, in the community of Sunshine Hills outside of London, Kentucky. A tornado struck Sunshine Hills just after midnight on May 17, 2025.Carolyn Kaster / APAn aerial ...

      

      
        The Atlantic announces Gitesh Gohel as Chief Product Officer
        The Atlantic

        Gitesh Gohel will join The Atlantic's leadership team as its chief product officer. This is a homecoming of sorts: Gitesh worked with CEO Nicholas Thompson to create the conversation platform Speakeasy, which was acquired by Project Liberty's Amplica Labs in 2024. Gitesh has for the past year been head of product and design at The Washington Post.

Below is Nick's announcement to staff:
Dear all,

It is a great pleasure to announce that Gitesh Gohel will be joining us as our new chief product off...

      

      
        Trump's National-Security Disaster
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn this episode of The David Frum Show, David opens with a response to a listener's question about working-class wages, unpacking the economic story lines that have shaped American politics over the past 40 years. In his answer, David challenges the idea that grievance politics are always rooted in material decline.David is then joined by former Ambassador Susan Rice for a sweeping conversation on the disintegration of na...

      

      
        The Egregious Reinstatement of Pete Rose
        Jemele Hill

        When President Donald Trump applies pressure, he very often gets what he wants--and even Major League Baseball isn't immune.Trump has publicly called for Pete Rose to be in the Hall of Fame for years, most vocally in the past few months. Last week, MLB Commissioner Rob Manfred announced that he is lifting Rose's lifetime ban from baseball for gambling on the game, making Rose eligible for the Hall for the first time.As recently as 2015, Manfred had denied Rose's request for reinstatement. What cha...

      

      
        Modi's Escalation Trap
        Vaibhav Vats

        Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi has forged a new counterterrorism doctrine during his decade in power: Any terrorist attack emanating from Pakistan will face a scorching Indian-military response. The policy carries inherent risk, both internationally and domestically.That it can easily commit India to a spiral of escalation was demonstrated during the exchange of hostilities with Pakistan two weeks ago. On the domestic side, the counterterrorism policy is of a piece with Modi's effort to proj...

      

      
        The Fraught Relationship Between a Pope and His Home
        Randy Boyagoda

        Americans packed St. Peter's Square on Sunday to see one of their own begin his reign as pope. Vice President J. D. Vance, Secretary of State Marco Rubio, and U.S. Church leaders joined scores of American Catholics--many bearing U.S. flags--as the Chicago-born Pope Leo XIV celebrated the traditional Mass of Inauguration. The Americans' enthusiasm reflects a rare sense of unity in a deeply polarized national Church. Since Leo became pope, both its progressive and conservative factions have mostly ce...

      

      
        The Decline and Fall of Elon Musk
        Ashley Parker

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Updated at 6:50 p.m. ET on May 21, 2025."Fuck you! Fuck you! Fuck you!"Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent was shouting at Elon Musk in the halls of the West Wing last month, loud enough for Donald Trump to hear and in a language that he could certainly understand. Bessent and Musk were fighting over which of them should choose the next IRS leader--and, implicitly, over Musk's bureaucracy-be-damned crusade. Witho...

      

      
        An Awkward Truth About American Work
        Lora Kelley

        A few years ago, a cheeky meme made the rounds on the internet--a snappy rejoinder to a question about dream jobs: "I do not dream of labor."  The witticism, sometimes misattributed to James Baldwin, began to spread a few months into the coronavirus pandemic, as the shock of mass layoffs started to give way to broader dissatisfaction with work. Before long, an untethering from office culture, combined with the security of a tight labor market, led many workers to quit their 9-to-5 jobs. Nobody, Ki...

      

      
        What AI Thinks It Knows About You
        Jonathan L. Zittrain

        Large language models such as GPT, Llama, Claude, and DeepSeek can be so fluent that people feel it as a "you," and it answers encouragingly as an "I." The models can write poetry in nearly any given form, read a set of political speeches and promptly sift out and share all the jokes, draw a chart, code a website.How do they do these and so many other things that were just recently the sole realm of humans? Practitioners are left explaining jaw-dropping conversational rabbit-from-a-hat extraction...

      

      
        What Trump Got Right in the Middle East
        Andrew Exum

        Donald Trump's trip to the Middle East was remarkably successful, and the president's political opponents would do well to acknowledge the fact and understand what made it so.Trump unabashedly uses the American private sector as an instrument of national power. In fact, he does this better than any previous president has in my lifetime. As Calvin Coolidge remarked in 1925, "The chief business of the American people is business. They are profoundly concerned with producing, buying, selling, invest...

      

      
        Trump's Plan to Cap Drug Prices Doesn't Exist
        Roge Karma

        For a moment, Donald Trump finally seemed to be on the verge of real economic populism. The president announced last week that his administration would be instituting a "most favored nation" policy that would peg drug costs in the United States to the much lower prices paid in other developed countries. "Some prescription-drug and pharmaceutical prices will be reduced almost immediately by 50 to 80 to 90 percent," he declared. Robert F. Kennedy Jr., picking up on the horseshoe-theory dynamic, obs...
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Google's New AI Puts Breasts on Minors--And J. D. Vance

A feature that lets you virtually try on clothes has a dangerous flaw.

by Lila Shroff, Matteo Wong




Sorry to tell you this, but Google's new AI shopping tool appears eager to give J. D. Vance breasts. Allow us to explain.



This week, at its annual software conference, Google released an AI tool called Try It On, which acts as a virtual dressing room: Upload images of yourself while shopping for clothes online, and Google will show you what you might look like in a selected garment. Curious to play around with the tool, we began uploading images of famous men--Vance, Sam Altman, Abraham Lincoln, Michelangelo's David, Pope Leo XIV--and dressed them in linen shirts and three-piece suits. Some looked almost dapper. But when we tested a number of articles designed for women on these famous men, the tool quickly adapted: Whether it was a mesh shirt, a low-cut top, or even just a T-shirt, Google's AI rapidly spun up images of the vice president, the CEO of OpenAI, and the vicar of Christ with breasts.



It's not just men: When we uploaded images of women, the tool repeatedly enhanced their decolletage or added breasts that were not visible in the original images. In one example, we fed Google a photo of the now-retired German chancellor Angela Merkel in a red blazer and asked the bot to show us what she would look like in an almost transparent mesh top. It generated an image of Merkel wearing the sheer shirt over a black bra that revealed an AI-generated chest.



What is happening here seems to be fairly straightforward. The Try It On feature draws from Google's "Shopping Graph," a dataset of more than 50 billion online products. Many of these clothes are displayed on models whose bodies conform to (and are sometimes edited to promote) hyper-idealized body standards. When we asked the feature to dress famous people of any gender in women's clothing, the tool wasn't just transposing clothing onto them, but distorting their bodies to match the original model's. This may seem innocuous, or even silly--until you consider how Google's new tool is opening a dangerous back door. With little friction, anyone can use the feature to create what are essentially erotic images of celebrities and strangers. Alarmingly, we also discovered that it can do this for minors.



Both of us--a woman and a man--uploaded clothed images of ourselves from before we had turned 18. When we "tried on" dresses and other women's clothing, Google's AI gamely generated photos of us with C cups. When one of us, Lila, uploaded a picture of herself as a 16-year-old girl and asked to try on items from a brand called Spicy Lingerie, Google complied. In the resulting image, she is wearing what is essentially a bra over AI-generated breasts, along with the flimsiest of miniskirts. Her torso, which Google undressed, features an AI-generated belly-button piercing. In other tests--a bikini top, outfits from an anime-inspired lingerie store--Google continued to spit out similar images. When the other author, Matteo, uploaded a photo of himself at 14 years old and tried on similarly revealing outfits, Google generated an image of his upper body wearing only a skimpy top (again, essentially a bra) covering prominent AI-generated breasts.



It's clear that Google anticipated at least some potential for abuse. The Try It On tool is currently available in the U.S. through Search Labs, a platform where Google lets users experiment with early-stage features. You can go to the Search Labs website and enable Try It On, which allows you to simulate the look of many articles of clothing on the Google Shopping platform. When we attempted to "try on" some products explicitly labeled as swimsuits and lingerie, or to upload photos of young schoolchildren and certain high-profile figures (including Donald Trump and Kamala Harris), the tool would not allow us to. Google's own policy requires shoppers to upload images that meet the company's safety guidelines. That means users cannot upload "adult-oriented content" or "sexually explicit content," and should use images only of themselves or images that they "have permission to use." The company also provides a disclaimer that generated images are only an "approximation" and may fail to reflect one's body with "perfect accuracy."

In an email, a Google spokesperson wrote that the company has "strong protections, including blocking sensitive apparel categories and preventing "the upload of images of clearly identifiable minors," and that it will "continue to improve the experience." Right now, those protections are obviously porous. At one point, we used a photo of Matteo as an adult wearing long pants to let Google simulate the fit of various gym shorts, and the tool repeatedly produced images with a suggestive bulge at the crotch. The Try It On tool's failures are not entirely surprising. Google's previous AI launches have repeatedly exhibited embarrassing flaws--suggesting, for instance, that users eat rocks. Other AI companies have also struggled with flubs.



The generative-AI boom has propelled forward a new era of tools that can convert images of anyone (typically women) into nude or near-nude pictures. In September 2023 alone--less than a year after ChatGPT's launch--more than 24 million people visited AI-powered undressing websites, according to a report from Graphika, a social-media-analytics company. Many more people have surely done so since. Numerous experts have found that AI-generated child-sexual-abuse material is rapidly spreading on the web; on X, users have been turning to Elon Musk's chatbot, Grok, to generate images of women in bikinis and lingerie. According to a Google Shopping help page, the Try It On tool is at the fingertips of anyone in the U.S. who is at least 18 years old. Trying clothes on always requires taking some off--but usually you don't let one of the world's biggest companies do it for you.



Most users won't be trying to dress up minors (or the vice president) in low-cut gowns. And the appeal of the new AI feature is clear. Trying on clothes in person can be time-consuming and exhausting. Online shoppers have little way of knowing how well a product will look or fit on their own body. Unfortunately for shoppers, Google's new tool is unlikely to solve these problems. At times, Try It On seems to change a shopper's body to match the model wearing the clothing instead of showing how the clothing would fit on the shopper's own body. The effect is potentially dysmorphic, asking users to change their bodies for clothes rather than the other way around. In other words, Google's product doesn't seem likely to even help consumers meaningfully evaluate the most basic feature of clothing: how it fits.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/05/google-ai-shopping-tool-erotica-minors/682903/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



In Times of Trouble, Seek Moral Beauty

The lovely paradox of doing good in the world is that it does you good too.

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.

Maximilian Kolbe was a Polish priest and Franciscan friar who was arrested by the Gestapo in 1941 for hiding Jews and publishing anti-Nazi tracts, then sent to Auschwitz. He might have survived the camp and the war had he looked out for himself. Instead, he volunteered to take the place of a man randomly selected to be starved to death in retribution for another prisoner's escape. After several weeks without food, he was still clinging to life and leading other prisoners in prayer. The impatient guards finished him off by lethal injection. Kolbe submitted calmly, offering his arm to the executioner and waiting for death.

His story lives on, in no small part because the man whose place Kolbe took, Franciszek Gajowniczek, did survive the camp. In the decades after the war, his account of Kolbe's self-abnegation came to inspire millions of people, of all faiths and no faith. This is an example of how an act of moral beauty--visible in any form of charity, kindness, compassion, forgiveness, courage, or self-sacrifice--can acquire an extraordinary power.

When you can see moral beauty in others, you will find goodness in yourself as well. If you're frustrated with, or cynical about, the state of the world today, or if you simply want a sure way to get happier, looking for such moral beauty might be just what you need.

Jonathan Freedland: The unheeded warning

Acts of selflessness are at the center of many ancient teachings and religious traditions, both Abrahamic and karmic. Kolbe's own Christian faith teaches, "Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends." Charity toward others is one of the Five Pillars of Islam. Dharma in Hinduism refers to the righteous path that a person's life should take, which includes being honest, avoiding causing harm, and showing generosity toward others.

Although self-sacrifice might seem unnatural and against human nature, the reverse is true. Some evolutionary biologists contend that altruism is an innate trait that evolved to foster cohesion in kinship groups; they note that the characteristic is also found among nonhuman primates. This behavior extends even to laying down one's life for friends and kin, a phenomenon that scholars believe occurs because of what they call "identity fusion": I am willing to die for you because I believe my membership in this community is paramount, so defending it is worth my sacrifice; in that sense, I am dying for me, too.

Such courage and self-sacrifice toward kin can certainly be inspiring, but moral beauty is most striking in acts of goodness toward others with whom one does not have obvious ties, exhibiting a degree of altruism that is clearly contrary to one's individual interests. This occurs when a person helps another for no reason at all, forgives someone who truly does not deserve it, or--in the most extreme circumstances--gives up their life for a stranger. Witnessing this kind of moral beauty elicits what the social psychologist Jonathan Haidt calls "moral elevation," which is experienced both psychologically and neurologically. Indeed, researchers writing in the journal Brain Research have identified specific areas of the brain that are stimulated by moral beauty.

The psychologist Rhett Diessner has written a great deal about moral beauty and elevation. With his co-authors, he notes that this association induces "pleasant feelings of warmth in the chest, feeling uplifted, moved." Further, as Diessner told me by email, new research undertaken in his laboratory at Lewis-Clark State College, in Idaho, demonstrates that these "magical" feelings lead to a desire to be better people ourselves and to help others. This results in prosocial actions, which can provide higher levels of individual and collective happiness.

Happiness derived from self-sacrifice is much deeper than plain positive feelings. Psychologists writing in 2016 showed that people feel that their life has more significance when they either help another person, without self-aggrandizement or any expectation of gain, or work to make the world a better place. The scholars found this has the greatest benefit when people are suffering from a loss of their sense of significance, perhaps after being rejected in a relationship or losing a job.

Arthur C. Brooks: A compliment that really means something

Putting all the research together, we know that witnessing acts of moral beauty can elevate us to higher happiness, all the more so if we imitate these acts. We should seek out moral beauty in our lives, especially in times of suffering, when we need inspiration and a reminder that there is good in the world. Here are three ways to do so.

1. Keep more morally beautiful company.
 One obvious way to find more moral beauty in your life is to spend time with people who are generous and dedicated to other-serving behavior--and to avoid those who are not. This is not always easy; in fact, we commonly seek out people who are negative in the ways that we are--especially toward others--because making common cause helps us feel bonded to them. But this can create a vicious cycle that only intensifies unhappiness through mutually reinforcing negativity. So ditch the gossip circle, and find friends who are more positive and generous than you are, people who model the moral beauty--and thus the happiness--that you want in your life.

2. Make moral beauty your leisure pastime.
 I have met many people who have dramatically improved their lives by dedicating their leisure time to serving others. They may spend their weekends and free time volunteering in their communities or take service trips instead of beach vacations. What they typically tell me is that when they volunteer for the first time, they're deeply inspired by the people they meet, and want to feel that way more. When they make serving others a way of life, their happiness and sense of meaning rise--just as the research predicts.

3. Practice gratitude.
 Humans are not by nature grateful creatures. Our survival as a species has favored individuals who are vigilant, suspicious, and hyperaware of threats, rather than those who bask in the glow of gratitude. This has resulted in what psychologists call "negativity bias," which causes things we resent, such as others' bad behavior, to grab our attention, whereas the things that we're grateful for, such as acts of moral beauty, tend not to. (This shared bias obviously explains in part the appeal of the mean-gossip circle.) You can override this tendency by consciously focusing on things you're grateful for. By taking time each day to reflect thankfully, you will start to notice acts of generosity and self-sacrifice, and people who are good and kind. You'll see moral beauty all around you if you only stop to notice it.

Arthur C. Brooks: The bliss of a quieter ego

One last, important point: We are naturally drawn to moral beauty, and it is very good for us to follow that attraction. But many of us have a competing fascination with moral depravity.

By way of illustration, from 2018 to 2021, documentary content on streaming services increased by 63 percent, with the largest growth in the genre of true crime; from 2019 to 2024, the number of true-crime-podcast listeners nearly tripled. According to the Pew Research Center, these trends were especially clear among women and people under 30. Scholars have tried to account for this rising interest only in a glancing way, suggesting that it provides a complex kind of pleasure that combines pursuit of knowledge with "cultural tourism." Maybe this anodyne description suffices, but it's hard not to feel that, at some level, such morbid curiosity is akin to focusing not on the beautiful acts of Maximilian Kolbe, but on the sadistic, deviant behavior of his captors.

This is not actually an argument based on taste--or, rather, distaste. It concerns the risk to well-being, with potential longer-term damage to character. We know that consuming news about crime can raise fear and lead people to overestimate the danger of being a victim of crime. By analogy, treating moral ugliness as a form of entertainment may almost certainly arrest and even reverse the effects of moral beauty in your life. Instead of achieving elevation, expect depression. But choose what's morally beautiful, and you will be rewarded.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/05/trouble-seek-moral-beauty/682878/?utm_source=feed
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Now PBS Is Censoring a Film About Free Speech

A worrying pattern has taken hold in public television.

by Daniel Engber




American Masters, an award-winning documentary series in its 39th season on PBS, promises to tell "compelling, unvarnished stories" about the nation's most important cultural figures. The program's most recent story, though--Art Spiegelman: Disaster Is My Muse, about the cartoonist-author of Maus, the Pulitzer Prize-winning graphic novel depicting the Holocaust, and a self-described "poster boy for books being censored"--seemed to need a bit more varnish on its approach to Donald Trump. In April, two weeks before it aired on PBS stations, a 90-second segment of the film in which Spiegelman referred to the president's "smug and ugly mug" was cut from the film at the behest of public-media executives. (The details of this incident were first reported by Anthony Kaufman for Documentary magazine.)

PBS has been under attack by the Trump administration since January. By the time Disaster Is My Muse was aired in shortened form, the network was already under investigation by the Federal Communications Commission, and the White House had a plan to claw back $1.1 billion in federal funds from the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, which passes money on to PBS. "Their attempt at preemptively staying out of the line of fire was absurd; it wasn't going to happen," Spiegelman told me this week. "It seems like it would be better to go out with dignity."

Alicia Sams, who co-produced the film, told me that she received a call from the executive producer of American Masters, Michael Kantor, at the beginning of April. It was less than a week after a contentious congressional hearing in which the network was accused of being a "radical left-wing echo chamber" that is "brainwashing and trans-ing children." According to Sams, Kantor said that Disaster Is My Muse would need one further edit before it could be shown: The filmmakers had to remove a short sequence where Spiegelman reads aloud from the one of the few comic strips about Trump that he's ever published, in a zine associated with the Women's March in 2017. There was no opportunity for negotiation, Sams said. The filmmakers knew that if they refused, they would be in breach of contract and would have to repay the movie's license fee. "It was not coming from Michael," she told me. "It was very clear: It was coming from PBS in D.C."

Read: PBS pulled a film for political reasons, then changed its mind

Kantor deferred all questions to Lindsey Horvitz, the director of content marketing at WNET, the producer of American Masters and parent company of New York's flagship PBS station. (Sams told me that in her understanding, WNET leadership had agreed with PBS about the cut.)  Horvitz provided The Atlantic with this statement: "One section of the film was edited from the theatrical version as it was no longer in context today. The change was made to maintain the integrity and appropriateness of the content for broadcast at this time." A PBS spokesperson said, "We have not changed our long-standing editorial guidelines or practices this year." (The Atlantic has a partnership with WETA, which receives funding from PBS and the Corporation for Public Broadcasting.)

Molly Bernstein, who co-directed Disaster Is My Muse with Philip Dolin, said this was "absurd." She told me that the team had already been through discussions with PBS over how to make the film compliant with broadcast standards and practices. A few profanities are spoken in the film, and some images from Spiegelman's cartoons raised concerns, but the network said that these could stand as long as the film aired after 10 p.m., when laxer FCC rules apply. "We were delighted that was an option," Bernstein said. A bleeped-and-blurred version of the film would not have worked. "It's about underground comics. It's about transgressive artwork."

The team did make one other change to the film, several months before its broadcast: Some material featuring Spiegelman's fellow comic-book artist Neil Gaiman was removed in January after a series of sexual-assault allegations against Gaiman were detailed in a cover story for New York magazine. (Gaiman denies that he "engaged in non-consensual sexual activity with anyone.") The filmmakers say they did this on their own, to avoid distractions from the subject of the film. But they also said that Kantor told them PBS would likely have had that inclination too.

In any case, to say the snipped-out material about Trump was "no longer in context today" is simply false. Spiegelman's commitment to free speech is central to the film. So are his repeated warnings about incipient fascism in America. ("That's what I see everywhere I look now," he says at one point.) They're also clearly relevant to the forced edit of the broadcast. Indeed, the censored clip was taken from an event involving Spiegelman in June 2022 called "Forbidden Images Now," which was presented in association with an exhibit of Philip Guston paintings that had itself been postponed for political reasons after George Floyd's murder, presumably on account of Guston's having made a motif of hooded Ku Klux Klansmen.

Read: Don't look away from Philip Guston's cartoonish paintings of Klansmen

Just a few months before that lecture, Spiegelman learned that Maus had been removed from the eighth-grade curriculum in McMinn County, Tennessee, on account of its rough language and a single panel showing the naked corpse of his mother following her suicide. "The tendencies brought up by this frantic need to control children's thoughts," Spiegelman told MSNBC's Art Velshi in 2023, are "an echo of the book burnings of the 1930s in Germany."

The filmmakers told me that Spiegelman's free-speech run-in with the county school board was instrumental in persuading WNET to back Disaster Is My Muse. "When Maus was banned, interest in Art and the relevance of his story increased," Sams said. Only then did American Masters pledge its full support, licensing the film before it had even been completed, and supplying half its budget. In the lead-up to its broadcast, PBS also chose to highlight Spiegelman's focus on the First Amendment in its promotional materials. The network's webpage for Disaster Is My Muse describes him as "a pioneer of comic arts, whose thought-provoking work reflects his ardent defense of free speech." (Neither PBS nor WNET would explain how a decision had been made to censor footage from a documentary film that is in no small part about censorship.)

A broader "context" for the edit can be found in PBS's other recent efforts to adjust its programming in deference to political considerations. As previously reported in The Atlantic, not long before Kantor's call with Sams, PBS quietly shelved a different documentary film, Break the Game, that was set to air on April 7, apparently because it had a trans protagonist. The film, which is not political, was abruptly placed back on the schedule within two hours of my reaching out to PBS for comment. (The network did not respond to questions about why Break the Game's original airdate had been canceled.)

If these efforts were meant to forestall pressure from the White House, they have roundly failed. Two weeks after Disaster Is My Muse aired--with its reference to Trump removed--the president attempted to dismiss three of five board members at the Corporation for Public Broadcasting. A few days after that, he issued an executive order directing the board to terminate all funding, both direct and indirect, to NPR and PBS. (Both moves are being challenged.) But just imagine how much harder the administration would be going after PBS if Trump had seen the clip about his "smug and ugly mug"!

"This seems like volunteering to pull the trigger on the firing-squad gun," Spiegelman told me. The end of Disaster Is My Muse includes some footage from a 2017 free-speech protest on the steps of the New York Public Library, where Spiegelman read out the lyrics of a Frank Zappa song: "And I'm telling you, it can't happen here. Oh, darling, it's important that you believe me. Bop bop bop bop." The political climate has only gotten worse since then, he said. "There's no checks and balances on this. This is severe bullying and control, and it's only going to get worse."
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Trump Is Crushing the Netanyahu Myth

The Israeli leader and his allies bet everything on Trump. But he's just not that into them.

by Yair Rosenberg




The evening that Donald Trump defeated Kamala Harris, Netanyahu land rejoiced. The news anchors on Channel 14, Israel's equivalent of Fox News, toasted Trump's victory live on air. Yinon Magal, the ultranationalist host of Israel's premier right-wing talk show, led his audience in a round of celebratory singing while Trump's face grinned on the screen behind them. Benjamin Netanyahu himself congratulated Trump on "history's greatest comeback." The Israeli leader and his allies seemed certain that Trump's return to the White House heralded unconditional backing for their most fevered fantasies.

They were wrong. Last Friday, Trump wrapped up his tour of the Middle East, where he made deals and hobnobbed with America's top allies in the region--except one. Israel was not invited to the party and was barely acknowledged in the foreign-policy address that the president delivered in Saudi Arabia. The snub followed more substantive slights. In recent weeks, Trump has surprised Netanyahu by announcing new nuclear negotiations with Iran, halting America's campaign against the Houthis despite the terrorist group continuing to fire missiles at Israel, and going behind Israel's back to secure the release of the American Israeli hostage Edan Alexander from Gaza. "There's a great sense of unease here," Michael Oren, a former Israeli ambassador to the U.S., said in an interview last week.

None of this should have been unexpected. Trump is famously mercurial and transactional, loyal only to his own self-interest. In his first term, as an unexpected outsider president, he needed international legitimacy and wins, and Israel gave him both in the form of the Abraham Accords. This time, Trump no longer needs legitimacy, and Israel's war in Gaza is getting in the way of other potential regional wins, such as expanding the accords. In addition, the previous Trump administration's Israel policy was significantly shaped by staff, and that staff has changed markedly with the introduction of an isolationist faction that seeks to extricate America from international commitments. Netanyahu put all of his chips on Trump nonetheless--a wager that now threatens to cost the Israeli prime minister the remnants of his legacy.

The legend of Benjamin Netanyahu was built on two myths. The first was that Netanyahu was the ultimate guarantor of Israeli security, a far-sighted hawk who, for all his faults, could be relied on to keep Israelis safe. For years, when asked how he'd like to be remembered, Netanyahu routinely responded, "As the protector of Israel," both in Hebrew and English. "The Jewish nation has never excelled at foreseeing danger," the prime minister told a talk show in 2014. "We were surprised again and again--and the last time was the most awful one. That won't happen under my leadership." After Hamas inflicted the worst day of Jewish death since the Holocaust, Netanyahu's pose as "Mr. Security" was exposed as a self-flattering falsehood. But he still had one other myth to cling to: his reputation as a geopolitical genius.

Yair Rosenberg: Trump sides with the Israeli people against Netanyahu

In 2019, Netanyahu's reelection campaign festooned Israel with giant posters, each depicting the prime minister shaking hands with one of three world leaders: India's Narendra Modi, Russia's Vladimir Putin, and Donald Trump. The banners were captioned with the words Another League. Unlike his small-time Israeli rivals, the placards implied, Netanyahu was a savvy statesman who punched above his weight on the international stage, thanks to his unaccented English oratory and ability to inveigle the world's most powerful people.

Israelis might not like him or trust him, Netanyahu's argument went, but they needed him. This line of thinking was so potent that it convinced not just Israelis, but some of Israel's Arab neighbors, who believed Netanyahu to be the gateway to influence in Washington. One incentive for Arab leaders to normalize ties with Israel, as with the Abraham Accords, was their belief that they could gain Trump's favor by linking up with his apparent ally.

Most of those campaign posters have not aged well. In the days following the October 7 attack, Putin made multiple public statements on the Gaza conflict, none of which explicitly condemned Hamas. Russia has since voted against Israel repeatedly at the United Nations. Netanyahu's image could have survived this hit if Trump hadn't dealt him a more serious and unexpected blow in recent weeks. The president has cut the Israelis out of regional decision making and reportedly kiboshed a plan to strike Iran's nuclear facilities. Though Trump has not compelled Israel to halt its war in Gaza as yet, he has begun pressing Netanyahu to provide humanitarian aid and conclude the conflict.

By revealing Netanyahu to be a bit player, rather than an elite operator, Trump has not just put the Israeli leader in his place. He has exploded Netanyahu's carefully cultivated political persona--an act as damaging to Netanyahu's standing as the Hamas attack on October 7. Worse than making Netanyahu look foolish, Trump has made him look irrelevant. He is not Trump's partner, but rather his mark. In Israeli parlance, the prime minister is a freier--a sucker.

The third-rate pro-government propagandists on Channel 14 might not have seen this coming, but Netanyahu should have. His dark worldview is premised on the pessimistic presumption that the world will turn on the Jews if given the chance, which is why the Israeli leader has long prized hard power over diplomatic understandings. Even if Trump wasn't such an unreliable figure, trusting him should have gone against all of Netanyahu's instincts.

Yair Rosenberg: The end of Netanyahu

He should have realized that in a competition for the affections of a strongman like Trump, Israel had little to offer. "We can't invest a trillion dollars in the American economy," noted Oren, the former Israeli ambassador, "but there are some other people in this neighborhood who can." Not only does Israel not have spare luxury jets lying around to fob off on the American president, but the country took nine years to retrofit and launch its own version of Air Force One, and the process was a national fiasco.

So long as Netanyahu refuses to go along with any of Trump's grand diplomatic initiatives, which might require him to end the Gaza war or entertain some semblance of Palestinian statehood, Israel has nothing to give Trump other than symbolic trinkets. But instead of recognizing the precariousness of his position, Netanyahu abandoned his characteristic caution, put his faith in Trump without a fallback, and is now left with nowhere else to turn.

British Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli was once said by his biographer to be "a master at disguising retreat as advance"--a passage that Richard Nixon underlined in his copy of the book. Like those men, Netanyahu is the consummate survivor, and he may yet manage to spin his latest predicament to his benefit. To write off the Israeli leader would be foolish, especially with new elections not required until late 2026.

But the body blows to Netanyahu's reputation should not be underestimated. His current coalition received just 48.4 percent of the vote in the last election and has been polling underwater since before October 7. More than 70 percent of Israelis want their prime minister to resign. Voters sometimes fall for myths, but eventually, like children, they outgrow them.
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First My Mother Died. Then My Home Got Hit by a Tornado.

My street got leveled by 150-mph winds. Why do I feel somehow at ease?

by Ian Bogost




The wind was whipping up, but I ignored it. I was at my house in St. Louis, on the phone with the rabbi who would officiate my mother's funeral, a thousand miles away. We spoke about her life, her family, the service, and other matters both material and spiritual. Mom had been sick for well over a year, but she started declining rapidly in December. Late last month, she was admitted to hospice. Along with her nurses and aides, I helped tend to her frail form as she slowly ceased to be able to eat, to speak, to breathe. Finally relieved of pain, she allowed comfort to overtake her.

When the emergency alert blared on my smartphone, I told the rabbi that we should probably finish talking later. My wife had just raced down the stairs to the basement, calling for me to follow. I did, but also I lingered: The sky was so dark. I had never seen a storm like this before. Later I'd realize that's because I had never been inside an EF-3 category tornado with 150-plus mph winds, like the one that tore across metro St. Louis on Friday. But on my way to the basement, I didn't know that. I took in the surreal, terrifying sight of a full-grown shingle oak scraping the ground. The storm seemed gentle to me in that moment, as it laid the tree to rest inside my yard. I saw it cradling the oak to its now-certain end, as I had done for my mother the week before.

My feeling of repose was gone by the time I reached the basement and heard windows shattering. Glass is a human invention, and its breakage is inevitably associated with human violence or a human accident: a burglar's incursion, a child's wayward baseball, a pogrom. I knew in my head that nature, too, can impose itself on the built environment, but still I was unprepared for the sensation of its happening.

As a midwesterner in the age of anthropogenic climate change, I have spent many hours in the basement waiting out tornado warnings. Normally, it's boring to be down there in storm isolation, even though we all bring phones and tablets, and the power usually stays on. We might express frustration at the fact that official warnings rarely come to much. The tornadoes never pass through here, we say. They always move west of the city. As of Friday morning, I understood that tornadoes were unlikely; baseball-size hail was the greater concern. But when a tornado has begun to whirl around your home, a sense of smallness overtakes you. Who are you to think you know how any of this works?

Read: The hybrid system that spots tornadoes

In the basement, my wife held my daughter tightly, begging me to stop wandering toward the walls and windows. I didn't do so out of bravado or even apprehension. I was enrapt. To watch the storm was to be a party to a power much greater than myself. As one gets older and more experienced, novel encounters become more precious. This one, embossed by the force of the powerful winds, was new to me. The philosopher Immanuel Kant thought that appreciating the sublime requires the safety of distance. Now I wondered whether he was wrong. Perhaps the sublime has to be confronted viscerally to be made complete, just like one cannot truly appreciate vertigo by watching roller coasters from the ground.

People lament and worry about the loss of human life. "I'm sorry for your loss," they say when I tell them my mother died. "Is everyone okay?" they ask after the storm passes. At least five people were killed and dozens injured in St. Louis on Friday. But when we emerged from our homes to assess the outcome--which included a splay of tar roofing, air-conditioning condensers, and insulation hurled from neighboring buildings--it still didn't feel right to relay the news that no one on our street had been hurt.

That's because of the trees. The tornado appears to have begun in Clayton, a well-to-do municipality just west of St. Louis. It crossed the edge of Forest Park, site of the 1904 World's Fair, and tore through residential neighborhoods as it moved northeast. Within them are residential streets planned in the late 19th century and built up in part by industrialists of the Gilded Age and progressive era. At the park and in the neighborhoods, the tree canopy has grown since then to some 80 feet in height. After a long and dreary winter, the pin oaks on my block, planted in tidy rows, had finally leafed out a few weeks earlier, casting an arch of shade over the whole street.

Almost all of them are gone now, felled whole or disfigured into shrapnel. To say they can't be replaced isn't quite right; it just takes decades to grow new ones. And yet, even this arboreal tragedy felt sublime, in its way: more than a century of slow progress wiped out in seconds. I will never see those trees again, not like that--but then again, neither would the people who first planted them in the early 1900s, when the saplings were too young to offer shade.

Trees are no less mortal than human beings. The pin oaks, by any measure, had already exceeded their typical lifespan of 100 to 120 years, and many had already suffered the ills of poorly drained soil and compaction. They'd been dying by the pair every year, but enough remained to give me and my neighbors the false impression that their shade was eternal, that we were owed it, that it was ours. The tornado ended that delusion.

At 75, my mother was young to die, by contemporary standards, but ancient by historical ones. Friends and family keep asking "What did she have?," hoping for a simple answer. But what she had was something more amorphous, a set of interconnected but distinct ailments that, when blended together and seasoned by accident, led to a slow decline and then a quick one. To yearn for a tidy word--cancer, stroke--to name misfortune is to make a category error, like trying to lasso the ocean. It betrays the mystery of life and death, fortune and accident. It is no more or less unfair that this fate would befall her than that a tornado would careen across my fancy street. If such things happen to someone, why not us?

Read: What the tornadoes in Nashville revealed

Mom and Dad were married for 52 years before he died two years ago. They worked together and did everything else together, too, a feat that would make me crazy but that my mother embraced. My father had a disability--I wrote about it for The Atlantic--stemming from a terrible auto accident in his teens, which he always tried to mask. Sometimes, especially late in his life, my mother would say that she remained so attached to him in order to take care of him, which is true. But she also maintained that close connection by choice. Seeing her confined to the same hospital bed that he had used, in the same room, taking the same narcotics prescriptions, felt somehow apt. This, too, they would do together, if slightly apart.
 
 Mom kept close tabs on the weather wherever I lived, which was always too far away, by her judgment. She would text or call when she saw storms in the forecast. Are you okay? she might ask. And I would play the role of churlish son, answering We're fine mom, don't worry, or The tornadoes always pass to the west, as if I had a say in the matter. But the one time she was finally right to be concerned, she couldn't express the worry anymore. I am tempted to call this irony, but it is better named indifference.

What a shame that indifference is seen only in a negative light. The storm's disregard was terrifying and awesome. I felt it in the basement as the gale whipped around my house, and then in the street, amid the fallen oaks and the hurtled air-conditioning condensers. And I'd felt the same sense of the sublime at Mom's bedside earlier that week as her fever became terminal. Neither Mom nor I were targeted for calamity, but it found us nevertheless. The universe is indifferent, and that is terrifying, and that is beautiful.
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The Largest Upward Transfer of Wealth in American History

House Republicans voted to advance a bill that would offer lavish tax cuts for the rich while slashing benefits for the poor.

by Jonathan Chait




House Republicans worked through the night to advance a massive piece of legislation that might, if enacted, carry out the largest upward transfer of wealth in American history.

That is not a side effect of the legislation, but its central purpose. The "big, beautiful bill" would pair huge cuts to food assistance and health insurance for low-income Americans with even larger tax cuts for affluent ones.

Hakeem Jeffries, the House minority leader, warned that the bill's passage, by a 215-214 margin, would mark the moment the Republicans ensured the loss of their majority in the midterm elections. That may be so. But the Republicans have not pursued this bill for political reasons. They are employing a majority that they suspect is temporary to enact deep changes to the social compact.

The minority party always complains that the majority is "jamming through" major legislation, however deliberate the process may be. (During the year-long debate over the Affordable Care Act, Republicans farcically bemoaned the "rushed" process that consumed months of public hearings.) In this case, however, the indictment is undeniable. The House cemented the bill's majority support with a series of last-minute changes whose effects have not been digested. The Congressional Budget Office has not even had time to calculate how many millions of Americans would lose health insurance, nor by how many trillions of dollars the deficit would increase.

The heedlessness of the process is an indication of its underlying fanaticism. The members of the Republican majority are behaving not like traditional conservatives but like revolutionaries who, having seized power, believe they must smash up the old order as quickly as possible before the country recognizes what is happening.

House Republicans are fully aware of the political and economic risks of this endeavor. Cutting taxes for the affluent is unpopular, and cutting Medicaid is even more so. That is why, instead of proudly proclaiming what the bill will accomplish, they are pretending it will do neither. House Republicans spent months warning of the political dangers of cutting Medicaid, a program that many of their own constituents rely on. The party's response is to fall back on wordplay, pretending that their scheme of imposing complex work requirements, which are designed to cull eligible recipients who cannot navigate the paperwork burden, will not throw people off the program--when that is precisely the effect they are counting on to produce the necessary savings.

The less predictable dangers of their plan are macroeconomic. The bill spikes the deficit, largely because it devotes more money to lining the pockets of lawyers and CEOs than it saves by immiserating fast-food employees and ride-share drivers. Massive deficit spending is not always bad, and in some circumstances (emergencies, or recessions) it can be smart and responsible. In the middle of an economic expansion, with a large structural deficit already built into the budget, it is deeply irresponsible.

In recent years, deficit spending has been a political free ride. With interest rates high and rising, the situation has changed. Higher deficits oblige Washington to borrow more money, which can force it to pay investors higher interest rates to take on its debt, which in turn increases the deficit even more, as interest payments (now approaching $1 trillion a year) swell. The market could absorb a new equilibrium with a higher deficit, but that resolution is hardly assured. The compounding effect of higher debt leading to higher interest rates leading to higher debt can spin out of control.

House Republicans have made clear they are aware of both the political and the economic dangers of their plan, because in the recent past, they have repeatedly warned about both. Their willingness to take them on is a measure of their profound commitment.

And while the content of their beliefs can be questioned, the seriousness of their purpose cannot. Congressional Republicans are willing to endanger their hold on power to enact policy changes they believe in. And what they believe--what has been the party's core moral foundation for decades--is that the government takes too much from the rich, and gives too much to the poor.
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How to Disappear

Inside the world of extreme-privacy consultants, who, for the right fee, will make you and your personal information very hard to find

by Benjamin Wallace




You could easily mistake Alec Harris for a spy or an escaped prisoner, given all of the tradecraft he devotes to being unfindable. Mail addressed to him goes to a UPS Store. To buy things online, he uses a YubiKey, a small piece of hardware resembling a thumb drive, to open Bitwarden, a password manager that stores his hundreds of unique, long, random passwords. Then he logs in to Privacy.com, a subscription service that lets him open virtual debit cards under as many different names as he wishes; Harris has 191 cards at this point, each specific to a single vendor but all linked to the same bank account. This isolates risk: If any vendor is breached, whatever information it has about him won't be exploitable anywhere else.

Harris has likewise strictly limited access to his work and personal phone numbers by associating his main phone with up to 10 different numbers. He has burner numbers and project-specific numbers, a local-area-code number to give out to workers coming to his house, a dedicated number for two-factor authentication, and a number from a city where he previously lived that he doesn't use much anymore but is helpful for ambiguating his identity in databases. He has additional numbers that, through a fancy hardware modification, even his mobile carriers can't associate with the device. He can also open multiple browser sessions on the phone, each showing a different IP address, which limits tracking and prevents websites from aggregating information about him.

In a safe at home, Harris keeps prepaid anonymous debit and gift cards (Google Play, Apple Gift), prepaid SIM cards, phones for use in Europe, a Faraday bag (to shield wireless devices from hacks and location tracking), a burner laptop, and family passports. He also carries a passport card, a wallet-size government-issued ID that, unlike a driver's license, doesn't show his address. When using Uber, he provides an intersection near his house as his pickup or drop-off point. For food deliveries, he might give a random neighbor's address and, after the order is accepted, message the driver, "Oops, I typed out the address wrong. Let me know when you're here, and I'll run out."

Harris is the CEO of HavenX, a firm that provides its clients with extreme privacy and security services. It was spun off from Halo, which focuses on government clients, in 2023. HavenX customers, some of whom pay tens of thousands of dollars a month, typically face serious threats. Some are celebrities or ultra-wealthy families. Others are business executives--interest from this group has risen since the killing of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson last year. The recent Signal leak, too, in which the editor in chief of this magazine was erroneously added to a high-level Trump administration group chat, triggered more than a few corner-office freak-outs. Many HavenX clients come from the cryptocurrency world: Some made a fast fortune and, because they can't park their crypto in a bank, are unusually vulnerable; some run crypto companies and are seen, accurately or not, as controlling access to other people's digital wealth. The recent crypto-market boom has brought a wave of kidnappings, in which some crypto owners have even been held for ransom or tortured into surrendering the keys to their coins. Harris said the first quarter of this year was HavenX's busiest since the spin-off.

Read: The real Trump family business is crypto

Lots of companies, including giants like Kroll, are in the security business, but HavenX has positioned itself as a boutique solver of exotic problems. During one of our conversations, Harris mentioned a recent case where the chief information-security officer at a large company with its own intelligence team called him. An executive at the company was being extorted, and the company's investigators had managed to link the extortionist to an X account, a Telegram number, and an African phone number, but they hadn't been able to learn their real-world identity. "That's where their capability stops," Harris said. "It's where we say, 'That's interesting,' and we start."

Harris's own privacy concerns are less acute, but he takes both a professional's and a hobbyist's interest in cloaked living and finds it useful to have direct experience with methods he recommends to clients. He lives with his wife, Ellyn, a psychotherapist, and their two sons on an affluent edge of Washington, D.C., in a greige clapboard house tucked away on a street that doesn't get much traffic. A basketball hoop stands at the end of the driveway. When I visited earlier this year, snow covered the front yard, and a braided-rope bone and a red Kong chew toy were half visible.

A tall, fit 43-year-old, Harris answered the door with a welcoming smile. I had been able to find the house only because he told me the address in advance. When I'd looked up his name in a paid database where you can reliably find such information, I'd seen other addresses for him but not this one. After Harris gave me the address, I searched for it and found only the name of a trust. Also: Harris doesn't have a dog. The toys out front were for show, a subtler version of a fake home-security-system sign.

From a cabinet in his office, Harris pulled a sheaf of legal documents and began to show me how he managed his double life. Achieving residential anonymity had been a process. When he bought the house, he'd set up the trust using a close friend as the trustee; once the home purchase was complete, the friend resigned and named Harris as his successor. Mail sent here, including near-daily Amazon deliveries, is addressed to either the trust or some other name, whether a random pseudonym Harris used when filling out a form or something generic like "postal customer."

He showed me a holiday card he'd received at the house the day before, and a text exchange from that morning with the friend who'd sent it. "Thanks so much, love the pic on the back," he had written. "Small favor. Our address is unlisted. So would you mind using this for mail." Harris had then typed the address of the UPS Store. "Anything with our names on it goes there." At least one such holiday-card misdirection occurs every year. "This is a super-nice family, and I want them in our lives, and so I want to be nice about it," Harris told me. As we sat there, a text came in from the friend, affirming that from now on, he'd use the other address.

As Harris walked me through the esoteric gear and practices that let him live as if he's in Witness Protection, there was a tinge of excitement in his manner, like he was a guitar enthusiast giving a tour of his home studio. Harris is instinctually private. He recalled his mother asking him how school was one afternoon when he was 5. "Fine," he said. That evening, when she was giving him a bath, she found stitches in the back of his head. He'd fallen at school. "This is 1987," Harris said, "and the school just didn't call."

Today he has professional reasons for not being easily accessible, and his precautions have been effective. After a breach last summer, several HavenX clients who hadn't done full privacy resets received an email with a picture of their house and an accompanying message: You've been watching porn. Pay us one bitcoin and we won't tell your employer.

"And so my wife got one of those," Harris recalled, "and I was so pleased 'cause it had a picture of the front of the UPS Store."

It's extraordinarily hard, when every one of us is ceaselessly flaking off informational DNA, to live privately. And if you're targeted by a nation-state with a signals-intelligence dragnet, forget it: Your face, or voice, or gait, or how you move your mouse will betray you. A properly equipped snoop using a method called Van Eck phreaking can replicate the contents of your laptop screen from an adjacent hotel room, even if your computer isn't equipped for Wi-Fi or Bluetooth, by detecting variations in electromagnetic radiation. The Pentagon has tested an infrared laser, Jetson, that can nail your identity from 200 yards away based on your signature heart rhythms, a Department of Defense official involved with the project told MIT Technology Review. Jeff Bezos claimed he was phished by Mohammed bin Salman, crown prince of Saudi Arabia, who allegedly infected the world's third-richest person's phone with spyware via a video attachment in a WhatsApp message. If Bezos was right--the Saudi embassy denied it and an FBI investigation was inconclusive, but UN experts believe the crown prince was likely the culprit--then what hope do the rest of us have?

From the May 2022 issue: The price of privacy

But for most people, Big Brother is a multinational corporation, thanks to our blithe surrender of privacy over the past two decades in return for conveniences such as free email, supercomputers in our pockets, same-day package delivery, and the names of third and fourth cousins we'd never heard of before. We now inhabit a panopticon of doorbell cameras and traffic cameras and Google Street View cameras and police body cameras and phone cameras and retail security cameras and the cameras of Mark Zuckerberg's Ray-Ban Meta "smart glasses"; of geolocating phones and AirTags; of eavesdropping Siris and Alexas. Apps and mobile carriers can pinpoint not just what building you're in, but which floor you're on, by using your phone's barometer and GPS, and the strength of your signal.

Much of that information is sold almost instantaneously through an automated shadow economy of location-data brokers. So is your precise behavior in stores such as Walmart, where unseen Bluetooth beacons record which products you linger in front of. So are countless other details about you that you may or may not want people to know. And in the past few years, as corporations have become more and more dependent on cloud storage, the number of data breaches in the United States has exploded, nearly doubling from 1,801 to 3,205 annual incidents from 2022 to 2023, according to the nonprofit Identity Theft Resource Center.

Most of us--ignorant, indifferent, overwhelmed--shrug. At best, maybe we half-heartedly comply with a "Five Things You Need to Do Right Now to Protect Yourself Online" LinkedIn thread, such as using a password manager and two-factor authentication. Others, including Harris and his clients, have taken more radical steps, and they have done so by drawing, knowingly or not, from the tradecraft of a former cop named Michael Bazzell. It was from Bazzell that Harris learned how to set up his trust and got the ideas for the passport card and the dog toys. On a bookshelf in his home office, alongside Jaron Lanier's You Are Not a Gadget, is Bazzell's exhaustive guide to this dark 21st-century art: Extreme Privacy: What It Takes to Disappear.

Bazzell is something of a real-life Ed Galbraith, the Breaking Bad character known as the Disappearer, who sells and repairs vacuums by day, and by night sets people up with new lives and identities. Unlike Galbraith, who offered his services to fugitives, Bazzell consulted for law-abiding people who wanted to be unfindable by strangers. Some were government officials who'd put violent people behind bars or been swarmed by online mobs. Some were entertainers who wanted to be famous but also have peace of mind. Some were targets of deranged obsessives, such as homicidal exes. Some were dangerously rich. And some simply objected to the nosy predations of surveillance capitalism.

Bazzell also published several thick editions of his privacy bible and recorded hundreds of podcast episodes on topics such as "Lessons Learned From My Latest Doxxing Attack" and "Consequences of Product Refunds." Over time, he developed an audience that was similarly enthralled by privacy and excited by the rigor and creativity he brought to the subject. Issues of his Unredacted extreme-privacy e-zine would typically get more than 60,000 downloads.

Then, in September 2023, all 300-plus episodes of his podcast vanished from the internet, and Michael Bazzell disappeared. Devoted fans speculated that he had died, had been abducted, was in a foreign prison, or had had a nervous breakdown. Two months later, he published a blog post, "My Irish Exit," explaining that an opportunity had come up for him to spend three months as an "imposter" in the world of the rich and famous, which he normally served but otherwise kept at a distance. "What's next? I am not ready to share that, and may never go public with it. I have my aliases established. The shell company is in place. The anonymous payment account is ready." He continued, "The better question is, what is YOUR next chapter?" His website kept operating, but it said Bazzell's firm was no longer taking on new clients.

Bazzell had had his own awakening in 2001, as an Illinois beat cop turned cybercrime detective. His work had led to the arrest of a local elections official for soliciting sex from a 14-year-old girl. Amid the ensuing media coverage of that and similar arrests, internet anons made death threats against Bazzell, and he was shocked to learn how easy it was to find his home address online. Soon after, browsing at the library, he discovered How to Be Invisible, a book by a missionary named J. J. Luna. Assigned to the Canary Islands in the 1960s, when Spain's Franco government was persecuting Protestants, Luna was forced to live undercover. When he returned to the U.S. in 1988, he decided to maintain his private lifestyle and publish a book showing others how they might do the same, using LLCs, "ghost addresses," and other tricks.

Bazzell resolved to execute all of the practices Luna recommended, effectively going off the grid. Over time, student surpassed teacher. Bazzell pioneered or updated many of the privacy hacks now taken as standard. To obtain an ID without betraying one's location, Bazzell recommended establishing residency in South Dakota, which is distinctly friendly to year-round RVers and other nomads. For sending mail without divulging your address, Bazzell preferred a private remailer service also based in South Dakota. He was a proponent of "data poisoning"--the deliberate spreading of disinformation about oneself by, for instance, subscribing to magazines or signing up for internet service using false personal details--to make it harder for anyone to locate your real information. He helped clients with the financial means obtain second citizenships. His podcast often focused on products he'd been testing that were privacy-enhanced alternatives to mainstream devices and apps, such as Tuta (an email and calendar service), Linux Pop!_OS (an operating system), and MySudo (an app for managing online identities).

Though he catered to people in dire situations, Bazzell also experimented on himself. To ensure that his cellphone was never associated with his address, he kept it off and in a Faraday bag until he arrived at a four-way intersection some distance from his home. He submitted a fake obituary for one of his aliases to Legacy.com. Mindful of the increasing prevalence of automated license-plate readers on tow trucks, taxis, police cars, and other vehicles, he used magnetic license-plate holders and removed his plates whenever he was parked somewhere overnight. Forgoing cloud storage, he backed up his data on a flash-memory card the size of a fingernail, concealed the card in a hollow nickel, and then, while in the bathroom at a friend's house, unscrewed an electrical plate and hid the coin behind it. (When he later needed to access the backup, he had to call the friend and reveal what he'd done.) He set up a bait website with his real name and connected it to some analytics software in order to glean information about who was doing searches on him. He'd routinely investigate himself, scouring databases to make sure he couldn't find actionable information on his own whereabouts. To throw off gait-recognition systems, which have popped up in Beijing and Shanghai, among other places, he tried wearing two sizes of the same shoe.

Read: Three simple rules for protecting your data

All the while, Bazzell remained a cipher. He never revealed where he lived or spoke of his personal life, and you couldn't easily find a photo of him. But several years ago, he befriended a writer and podcaster named Javier Leiva, and three episodes of Leiva's own podcast, Pretend, focused on Bazzell and his work. It proved a tricky project. "We all use Google apps," Leiva told me. "That did not fly with Michael Bazzell. We had to use encrypted note-taking apps. It was a process. Nothing was easy." Leiva recalled Bazzell saying that when he attended his sister's wedding, he prearranged for the photographer to keep him out of shots.

On a recent Sunday, after several weeks of back-and-forth mediated by one-named associates of Bazzell's ("Laura," "Samantha"), and after I gave an assurance that I wouldn't record our conversation, Bazzell called me on Signal from a number he told me he'd created just for our interaction and would become useless 10 minutes after it ended. We spoke for more than an hour, and he cleared up a few things. Leiva had speculated to me that Bazzell kept his podcasts off the internet because of a concern about voice cloning, but Bazzell gave a simpler explanation: Much of the information was now out-of-date. "I enjoyed it," he said. "But the market is saturated now. There are so many YouTubes and podcasts."

On the subject of tradecraft, Bazzell also told me that he follows what privacy people call a "gray man" strategy--doing whatever he can to not draw attention. "I don't wear logos on my clothing," he said. "If I'm in New York, I'm probably wearing a lot of dark-gray clothing to blend in. On a Caribbean island I don't, because it would stick out." Nor will you find him driving a Cybertruck; he opts for popular cars in popular colors. An irony of the life he's chosen is that out-of-date tech can make for the most up-to-date privacy strategy. He tells clients not to back up their home security cameras to the cloud. Instead of using Spotify, he listens to music on a portable player with a 1.5-terabyte card holding "every album I can imagine wanting."

Neighbors who know Bazzell's real first name don't know his last. Some of the people who work for him have met him, but none of them are employees. Each of his "colleagues," as he calls them, has an individual LLC. He doesn't know their Social Security numbers or dates of birth. He wants them to understand privacy by practicing it.

Bazzell has long spoken about "privacy fatigue," an avocational hazard given the constant vigilance that extreme privacy measures entail and the technological complexity they can involve, but after 20 years, he told me, it doesn't affect him anymore. Recently, he's been working on ways to inject false information into the troves of breached data that surface on the internet.

Read: Slouching toward 'accept all cookies'

Although it has become harder than ever to be private, "the good news is, more people are grasping the concepts," Bazzell observed. "People now understand why us privacy weirdos have been making noise about this for so long."
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There's a cost to living this way. To do it right, severing your present self from the history you've accrued in corporate databases, requires a complete reboot. This means either becoming fully nomadic or moving homes and implementing privacy from day zero of your new life. You must consider everything from your car's registration to your house's utility hookups, and the measures required to prevent a misstep can be comically elaborate. A reboot is common in Bazzell world. Alec Harris did one too. Because utilities want to know who's going to be paying the bills at a particular residence, Harris, when setting up water and gas, offered a $500 deposit and, to persuade the customer-service reps to forgo a personal name on the accounts, claimed he was a property manager named Tom. "The owner's a nutjob, so help me out here," he told the technicians. "And they were like, 'Okay.'"

Buying a car presents special difficulties. Harris likens them to cellphones for how they collect and upload information--about your location and driving behaviors, among other things. A work-around Bazzell likes is to buy fleet insurance (designed for companies that operate a fleet of vehicles), which you can do through a business entity, but that approach is expensive. Instead, Harris followed a detailed script laid out by Bazzell, calling a dealer to say he wanted to come in for a test drive, then canceling at the last minute, then calling again when he was outside the dealership and trying to fast-talk a salesman into forgoing the usual ID check. They looked at him. "They were like, 'Yeah, you're not getting in the car without scanning your driver's license,'" Harris recalled. "My attempt at social engineering was not going anywhere." He handed over his ID. To buy the car, Harris ended up registering it at an alternative residence, but when he asked whether the dealership could disconnect the built-in GPS, he was told the car wouldn't run without it.

The rudiments of daily life can also be cumbersome. Harris recalled setting up a new TV with Disney+ and having to undo some autofilled information and replace it with his abstruse AnonAddy email address, then typing out one of his extra-long passwords only to get a character wrong and have to start over--all while his young children became antsy. "And so then you've got two kids sitting there, and they're like, 'I want Domino's,' and 'I want to watch Mulan.'" He laughed. "That's the price you pay."

Sometimes the price is literal. None of the purchases Harris makes through Privacy.com earns credit-card points. "Maybe over the course of some period of time, that means we're paying for an extra flight somewhere," he said. He has Amazon Prime, but he can't use its discount at Whole Foods, because he doesn't want to use their verification methods. There can be more significant financial consequences as well. "My credit score has decreased," Bazzell said. "Getting a loan would be difficult. Some consumer databases show me as deceased."

Harris has also sacrificed convenience. Some of the alt-tech he uses, such as the search engine DuckDuckGo, isn't always as effective as the mainstream tools. "Sometimes you just need to Google something," he said. Then there are logistical frictions. Once, at Dulles Airport en route to a wedding in Toronto, he wasn't allowed through security, because his passport card, although valid for overland entry to Canada, wasn't acceptable for international air travel. He had to change his family's flights and run home for his passport.

I confessed that I was already confused. How, for instance, did he remember which of his 10 phone numbers to use for what? "Yeah, I don't know," he replied. "It is confusing. And if you were a new client, I would not be dumping this much. We would be starting a little slower." Living this way, he acknowledged, incurred a "20 percent cognitive" overhead.

As Harris drove us to lunch, we stopped at the UPS Store, where his mailbox was empty. Harris gestured toward the guys behind the counter, whom he and Ellyn had befriended, often ordering food for them during the pandemic. That generosity could make a difference when, say, a letter addressed to the trust came to the mailbox held under his and Ellyn's names. Though UPS wouldn't normally deliver that letter, "they let it slide," he said. Harris has a client in Florida who is diligent about following privacy protocols but is also quiet and a little gruff. "I was like, 'You've got to be nice to these people,'" Harris recalled. "'You come off as kind of not warm, and so you need to turn on the charm a little bit.'"

This is the behavioral side of privacy. If you're committed to being private, you can't indulge your everyday asocial tendencies. Imagine, Harris will say to a client, doing all of this work, then getting into a fender bender: If you start yelling at the other driver, and the accident gets reported to an insurance company, and a plaintiff's lawyer gets involved, you could find yourself being subpoenaed for documents and more generally having your life probed. Instead, Harris told me, you just need to be like, "Hey, so sorry, let's take care of this."

Harris told me it's important to have "repeatable privacy excuses"--lines to disarm people who might deem a request suspicious. The fictional property manager is one of his. Another is that he works in the privacy business. But he's uneasy with the constant fibs recommended by Bazzell, who has sometimes told whoppers, such as describing his adult client as a child under the age of 13 in order to get her name and address removed from a website.

During his time in D.C., Harris said he's known people who previously worked undercover for the government, and has observed the mental and spiritual costs of living inauthentically. "I don't need to subject myself to that, and I definitely wouldn't want the kids or my wife to have to live like that," he said. People who'd lived double lives told him they'd kept their personas "90 percent real, 10 percent fake," he said. "It's just easier."

He told me he hadn't used the property-manager excuse in years. It turns out that the guy coming over to help you with a water leak generally doesn't even ask your name. "I don't have to do a whole story," he said. "I'll just say, 'Hey, do you want a cup of coffee?' And we're good."

Privacy remains a game of haves and have-nots. Harris explained that the majority of HavenX's clients are in the U.S., partly because many of its techniques are specific to the country's unique patchwork of federal and state privacy laws. A person who goes by the name "M4iler," a privacy hobbyist based in the Czech Republic whose phone numbers include one that leads to a recording of Rick Astley's "Never Gonna Give You Up," told me, "What Michael Bazzell says is great, and I assume works perfectly in the U.S. if you follow the steps, but laws are different in other countries." A company doing business under an alias, for instance, isn't an option there. "So that's kind of a problem," he told me.

Celebrities have both advantages and disadvantages when it comes to privacy. Harris noted that if you're as famous as, say, the Rock or Christina Aguilera, "as soon as you move in, everyone on this block is going to know who you are, as soon as the paparazzi follow you home one night." But also, he added, they "get to do things that I don't need to or couldn't do." Matt Bills, who is based in Los Angeles and handles the physical side of privacy for HavenX clients, has relationships with concierges at top hotels. "He'll be like, 'The Rock's coming,'" Harris said. "They open up the back door." Bills told me about a client for whom he'd arranged to have two identical Gulfstreams on an airport's tarmac, with a fuel truck next to each and a staircase in the middle. They decided which plane the client would board only at the very last minute.

Strong privacy is a luxury good. A rich person can rent an extra apartment just to use as a mailing address; most of us cannot. HavenX's entry-level service might cost a couple thousand dollars a month, "but it can get up into the tens of thousands a month very quickly," Harris told me. When I asked which services might cost that much, he mentioned people who need 24/7 monitoring of the dark web for particular information, like a CEO who wants to know immediately if a specific combination of terms shows up in a data breach--such as his name along with his child's name and the name of the child's school.

Others, with fewer resources, might sacrifice the normalcy of their lives. Jameson Lopp is a software engineer and bitcoin booster who was living in Durham, North Carolina, when, in 2017, local police received a call from someone who said he had just killed someone at Lopp's address, was holding hostages, and had rigged the front door with explosives. Lopp's house was soon surrounded by dozens of rifle-brandishing police. He'd been a victim of "swatting": a dangerous hoax in which a false report is made to trigger a law-enforcement response to a specific address. Afterward, Lopp resolved not to let something like that happen again. Over the next several years, he spent by his estimation more than $100,000 to effectively disappear, going so far as to rent a decoy apartment and hire private investigators to test his defenses by trying to find him.

Read: The virtue of being forgotten

Now he runs security for Casa, a company he co-founded that offers safe storage for digital assets. Even his family members don't know his address, he told me; if they're visiting, he'll pick them up at another location and then bring them to his house. His neighbors know him by a different name, and he segregates his relationships, never socializing at the same time with people who know his real name and people who know him by an alias. "A big part of what I do is lying," he told me, "and I think that that's one thing that a lot of privacy advocates don't really talk about: If you really want to be private, you have to get comfortable with lying. You have to think of it as a tool that you're using to defend yourself."

Lopp wouldn't tell me whether he has a spouse or children, but he observed that privacy "becomes an order of magnitude more complex as you add more people into the machinations," adding that "it very much lends itself to a lone-wolf type of lifestyle."

"What do you think of our life?" Ellyn Harris asked me. She smiled warmly. "Do you think we're so weird?"

Alec's wife, between Zoom appointments, had joined us, and we were talking about raising a family inside a privacy cone. Alec had eased Ellyn into privacy practices, starting with the Bitwarden password manager. "I remember sitting with him on our couch in D.C., in our old condo," she said, "being like, 'This seems really hard. I don't know if I want to do this. I just want everything to be the same word with the same numbers, and I use an exclamation point at the end, so that makes me unique; no one will ever find out. And I capitalized the first letter, so we're fine.'" She laughed the wry laugh of a privacy vet making fun of her younger self.

But then Alec got her some hidden phone numbers. "I didn't even think about that," she recalled. "That was just a way to sneak privacy into my life." Now living privately no longer feels like such a big deal, and she's come to appreciate the emotional security that goes with it.

"She was wildly supportive," Alec interjected.

"You do just get used to it," Ellyn said. Using tools that at first seem unwieldy, like a password locker, comes to feel easier than not using them. I wondered, given her work in mental health, whether she thought Alec ever edged into paranoia. "There's this idea in psychology called a learned phobia," she said, "where, for example, if you observe someone who has a fear of flying often enough, you could actually absorb that fear and that can become yours. So Alec's paranoia has become mine. So that means we'd both be worthy of diagnosis."

"We could be in the same mental institution," Alec said.

"I mean, that's the dream, right?" Ellyn said.

With workers who came to the house, she started using just her middle name, Leslie, but one time James, the older of their elementary-school-age sons, said, "That's not your name." "Oh my God, James, don't blow my cover," she said, before explaining to the workman that it was her middle name. But she was clearly not quite as committed as Alec. Whenever a visitor nervously asked where the dog was, Alec would say it wasn't home at the moment. "Oh," Ellyn said, laughing. "I'm just like, 'We don't really have a dog.'"

Children presented several more layers of complexity. To register with the local public school, which required proof of residence, Alec had met with the admissions director, trust documents in hand. "She had been in this job for a long time," Alec recalled. "She was like, 'This is a first.' She was super nice." Ultimately, he showed the school where the family lived, and the school agreed not to put the home address in the school directory, and to use the UPS Store address for any mailings.

Ellyn still frets when arranging playdates--she's trying to make mom friends--but if a mother asks for her address, she's gotten used to sending a pin drop. When one mom put the Harrises' address in her contacts, Ellyn found herself saying, "'I'm so sorry, but could you not do that?' And that's weird. But the thing is, I just tell them that Alec works in privacy." And because they live in the D.C. metro area, she went on, "people kind of get it."

Both Alec and Ellyn are personable, and Alec felt this was also important to the success of their privacy. "I would say other than in this area, we're not very weird," he said. "If we were eccentric in all areas of our lives, it would be harder to pull off."

They know bigger questions loom as their kids get older. One of the more challenging cases Alec has worked on is that of a "very, very wealthy guy" who was involved in the prosecution of a cartel leader, and whose daughter is a young artist who's starting to achieve some success. "Some days she's like, 'Fuck you guys, I'm going to be famous,'" Alec said. "He also wants to enable his daughter to have a regular life." It's proved to be a difficult project, he added. "They've moved twice."

For now, the Harrises' sons are young enough that they're more interested in whether a package contains Legos than whether it's addressed to a peculiarly named trust. "Our older one has a little bit of a concept of it"--privacy--"but it's not their thing to carry," Alec said. "We'll have to have some decisions, Ellyn and I will, when they get phones and stuff."

"I think our older son still is kind of thinking that Alec is a security guard," Ellyn said.

But to her question: It's not that I thought their life was weird. I could relate, in a world of nearly inescapable surveillance, to the urge to disappear. But the ongoing, escalating effort required felt Sisyphean to me. And Alec would say that even his approach, which he'd described to me as "extreme," is a mere half measure. The writer Gabriel Garcia Marquez said we all have three lives: a public one, a private one, and a secret one. "I live in the division between public and private," Alec told me. He and Ellyn are open with each other. They use a regular bank. They have friends. They send holiday cards. "If you want to live a secret life," Alec said, "that's a decision that's going to have real consequences."
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'What If I Don't Keep Feeling Strident?'

For years, Ezra Furman's music embraced protest and defiance. Now she's striking a different chord.

by Spencer Kornhaber




About two years ago, Ezra Furman gave up--first in her mind, and then, it seemed, in her body.

The 38-year-old singer was nearly two decades into a prolific rock-and-roll career. Her nervy, poetic sound had earned devoted fans and critical acclaim, plus a job soundtracking the Netflix TV show Sex Education. But her sixth solo album, 2022's All of Us Flames--an epic-scale protest album about surviving in a collapsing world--hadn't generated as much buzz as she'd hoped for, and she told me her label, Anti-, dropped her after its release. (Anti- did not respond to a request for comment.) She felt discouragement mounting, compounded by the stress of touring while raising a young son.

Then one day in April 2023, a stranger on the street pointed at Furman and laughed in her face. She knew why: Furman, a transgender woman, hadn't shaved that day. The cruelty was "comic," Furman told me, like something that happens in a movie, but it also damaged what was left of her inner resolve. That afternoon, Furman wrote down a confession to herself: She wanted to end her music career.

The next day, she collapsed and went to the hospital. She reported tiredness and pain in her body; the doctors ran tests but couldn't figure out what was wrong. She was discharged the same day, and experienced debilitating fatigue that persisted acutely for months, forcing her to cancel a tour. The illness, still unexplained, sometimes slows her to this day.

Furman described these events to me while we were seated at the kitchen table in her Somerville, Massachusetts, apartment. Wearing jeans and a colorfully striped blouse, she spoke haltingly, often taking long pauses to stare into the distance and hum along with the record playing in the background (Portishead's Dummy). Despite the resignation she felt that day in April, new songs started pouring out of her after the hospital. The resulting album, Goodbye Small Head, came out last week.

That album's existence might seem to suggest a success story, about an artist triumphing over adversity. But the tale Furman wanted to tell me--the theme that she kept returning to as we hung out in her house and then strolled around her neighborhood on a perfectly beautiful spring day--was mostly about feeling defeated. "I'm in a time of over-admitting how much everything hurts," she said. "I'm leaning into every feeling, almost soaking it up."

Furman is one of a kind: a trans, devoutly Jewish former rabbinical student who's written a book about Lou Reed and sings folk-punk songs in a mercurial tremble. Over nearly two decades, her music has evolved from scrappy college rock to expertly orchestrated art-pop. It's maintained an idiosyncratic spirit all along, combining references from across rock history--a Bob Dylan harmonica line here, a Cars synth line there--with lyrics that unspool in unsteady, careening cadences. Her claims to fame have had a fluky quality to them ("Take Off Your Sunglasses," a 2008 track about depression and skiing, was a No. 1 hit in Austria). But to her fans, who testify under her social-media posts about how her work has become embedded in their life, she is one of rock's best-kept secrets.

Her trajectory has also, it's long seemed to me, been exemplary of a certain strain of Millennial idealism. When she founded her former band Ezra Furman and the Harpoons in 2006, as an undergraduate at Tufts University, her sound fit in with that era's boom for literary, openhearted indie acts in the vein of the Mountain Goats and Arcade Fire. She then publicly embraced queerness--identifying as bisexual, dressing femininely in public--around the same time that Laverne Cox featured on the cover of Time magazine and Target's sales racks started turning rainbow-themed during Pride month. "It felt like pure, weird synchronicity," she said when I suggested she was part of an LGBTQ cultural wave in the 2010s. "Like I'm finally ready to start wearing these clothes in public and not just in my friends' bedrooms. And then it was like, trans people are in public. And I was like, What?"

When Donald Trump was elected for the first time, she doubled down on her long-standing penchant for socially conscientious lyricism, joining the burst of rock-and-roll #resistance that erupted in response to the president's agenda. She posted on social media about defending immigrants and women; onstage at Coachella in 2017, she called out Philip Anschutz, the businessman bankrolling that festival, for investing in oil exploration and donating to anti-LGBTQ causes. ("I support the rights of all people and oppose discrimination and intolerance against the LGBTQ community," Anschutz said in a 2018 statement. "I regret if any money given to a charity for other purposes may have indirectly worked against these values.") She also set about recording what she later called an "anti-fascist trilogy" of albums. The final installment in that project was All of Us Flames--a record that, as she told The Guardian, she wanted to be a "weapon of war," striking against injustice and intolerance.

Now Trump is back in office and flirting openly with authoritarianism--but the defiant energy that swept the arts during his first administration seems dissipated and tentative. After years of gaining visibility and public sympathy, trans people find themselves undergoing concerted political assault: repealing their access to medications, bathrooms, and passports that accord with their gender identity. Goodbye Small Head isn't responding to these developments by rallying the troops or offering reassurance. It's a sumptuous shrug of an album, the sound of a onetime warrior owning up to weakness and burnout. "I'm really moving away from a sense of, like, There's things I want to be saying to the public and I want to carry certain flags," Furman said. "There's a lot of fists in the air in our culture, and I'm a little fatigued in the arm area."



Some of that fatigue can be traced back to an event in 2021 that, by all rights, was an occasion for pride. That's when Furman first posted on social media about being transgender--and revealed that she had a kid. Her coming-out wasn't a huge surprise to many of her followers, given that she'd long sung about the complexity of identity in ways that suggested she might be trans. (The title of her 2018 album was even titled Transangelic Exodus.) She finally made her transness explicit because, she told me, she figured that other queer people might be helped by her example. Certainly, she herself would have benefited from seeing a transgender mother in popular culture years earlier.

But her announcement reached more than just trans people, and more than just her fans. CNN and Fox News, who had never covered her music before, ran stories about her transition in the anodyne tone of everyday celebrity gossip. (One line from Fox News: "Furman's fans will also be pleased to know she signed off her Instagram post with a promise that new music is on the way.") This meant that she was suddenly an object of consideration for all sorts of people she'd never intended to reach. Under Furman's coming-out post on her own Facebook page, one commenter wrote, "Why are you coming up on my timeline? I don't follow people with an agenda." Others left harsher replies--accusing her of being a sinner, an attention whore, a mentally ill child abuser.

Furman had, it seemed, walked into a trap. "I didn't understand that I had created clickbait," she told me. By the 2020s, visibility--that watchword of the movement for queer acceptance--was becoming freighted with new dangers. Backlash to trans rights had swollen into one of the animating causes of the Republican Party, whose leaders were evangelizing the notion that gender nonconformity was a social contagion that targeted children and threatened to undermine civilization itself. The news media and social-media algorithms seemed ready to capitalize on the way that the mere sight of a trans person in public life could incite controversy. Furman's post of self-expression wasn't just accidental clickbait; it was, to many onlookers, ragebait.

Furman read every hateful comment she received online. Initially, she tried to wave them off: "I'm like, Psh, okay, buddy. Wow, you're really out of touch, huh?" she said. "And actually, while I'm saying that, the poison is already sinking into me. And some child in me fully believes everything they just said." The vitriol didn't harden her shell--it hurt her. The conventional wisdom to "shake it off" isn't working for her, she said. "I don't know what else to do except start crying."

Reflecting back on that episode, and the way that anti-trans sentiment has only continued to build in American culture since then, Furman said she's been thinking about the roots of the hostility against people like her. "My life and my identity was known to all, including me, to be impossible or ridiculous," she said. "Just like: A boy becomes a girl? This is not something that happens. I like to think of trans people as people who were shown a wall and saw a doorway, made a doorway. They just did something impossible."

Read: The attack on trans rights won't end there

The impossible becoming possible is a hard thing to process--and easier to reject or mock than to understand. She mentioned the slogan "Facts don't care about your feelings," popularized by the conservative pundit Ben Shapiro. "I think it's out of the same playbook of, like, Women's feelings are why they can't be serious, rational people." (Which, she added, is ironic because "they're so emotional over there on the right.") Furman described herself as a "defender of the irrational" in multiple spheres of life. Whether as an artist, a religious person, or a trans person, she's going out of her way to honor the importance of her inner life--her beliefs, her feelings, her desires--even when it's socially inconvenient to do so.

What she's realizing lately is how difficult that kind of life is to sustain. When the stranger on the street laughed at her in April 2023, it was a reminder that she couldn't just opt out of visibility. Every time Furman steps into public, she's opening herself up to judgment from society. If she stops putting care into her appearance--into passing as a cisgender woman, thereby avoiding drawing attention to her transness--she potentially becomes some "illegible, laughable thing" to others. She doesn't know exactly why she collapsed. But she suspects that it had something to do with the fact that being trans requires constant assertiveness, which is an exhausting posture to maintain, day after day, year after year. "Trans people just have to be strident personalities--we just all have to," she said. "What if I don't keep feeling strident?"



After she got out of the hospital, Furman felt that she needed a reset. Though her previous two albums had been recorded in California, she booked a studio in her hometown of Chicago. She also called up Brian Deck, the producer who'd recorded two of the first Ezra and the Harpoons albums nearly 20 years ago. Deck is a veteran indie producer who has worked with the likes of Modest Mouse and Counting Crows, and he hadn't stayed in touch with Furman. He told me he was amazed to find that she was basically the same person she was as an undergrad: articulate, precise, "slightly socially awkward," and possessing a "coarse blunt instrument" of a voice, rippling with vulnerability and angst.

This time, Furman was using that instrument differently. Furman's past few albums have had a rollicking, anthemic sound channeling Bruce Springsteen and the Clash. But Goodbye Small Head is swirling and atmospheric, with dark, catchy melodies that recall '90s trip-hop and alternative rock. "I think it's very beautiful," Furman said, "and I never really felt like we made beautiful music before this."

In one new song, called "Submission," a beep that resembles the sound of an EKG machine plays on loop. "We're fucked," Furman hisses. "It's a relief to say / We'll see no victory day." The track, she wrote in the album's press notes, is about realizing that "long-suffering 'good guys' have no chance against 21st-century forces of evil."

In our interview, she told me she resisted finishing the song: "I was like, This can't be what I'm writing. I don't want to. This isn't what anyone needs to hear." But as she endured painful procedures for facial-hair removal--which meant lying on a table as electrified needles were stuck in her skin--the lyrics kept popping into her head, forcing the song into existence. In moments like those, Furman thought of the line "No feeling is final," by the poet Rainer Maria Rilke. "What if we feel really bad?" Furman said. "What if it feels really, really bad and we just let it feel that bad? Or just for a moment, anyway. What's under there?"

Read: The grandeur of great protest music

The final song of Goodbye Small Head, "I Need the Angel," is a garage-rock freak-out that sees Furman screaming for heavenly guidance. It's a cover of a song by Alex Walton, a 25-year-old trans musician who was once a fan of Furman's and struck up a friendship with her after the two exchanged messages online. When I spoke with Walton by videochat, she told me she was still processing the fact that her onetime role model--someone whose visibility as a trans person helped inspire her own career--had covered one of her songs. I asked her what Furman was like. "There's this unerring optimism in her that's infectious," Walton replied.

This took me aback. In the four hours I'd spent with Furman, she'd been sardonically funny and a curious-minded conversationalist, but we'd mostly talked about the terrible state of the world and the music industry. Walton allowed that Furman could come off as pessimistic--her music conveys "never-ending struggle." But beneath that, Walton said, Furman is motivated by a simple idea: "She wants to live."

Goodbye Small Head does have flashes of resilience. In its one overt protest song, "A World of Love and Care," Furman yowls, "Who gets left out of your dream of a good society?" The chorus seems designed to ring out at rallies and marches: "Dream better!" The track was a holdover from writing sessions during the first Trump administration, when Furman was working on that aforementioned anti-fascist trilogy. The original demo for the song was thrashing and punkish; the final version is built around pulsing cellos, making for a sound that's "gentle and threatening" at the same time, as Furman put it.

The rest of Goodbye Small Head, however, isn't serving up slogans or straightforwardly trying to change the world. The album mostly arose, she said, out of her dreamlike instincts. Furman compared songwriting to religious practices--such as the ones she herself keeps (saying blessings over a meal, observing strict rules of conduct on the Sabbath). "Why do I do these rituals?" she said. "Religious people do religious acts not for any utility. There's something sacred about behaving this particular way, and even if nobody knows I'm doing it."

And yet Furman still clearly feels like her work has a concrete, real-life purpose. She likened herself to professional mourners mentioned in the Bible: women who wailed because it was their duty to help their community express and move past emotions that would otherwise be paralyzing. "We need the people who cry and clap their hands together and stomp their feet, because you need somebody to hold all that irrationality for you," Furman said. "I do think this is my job."
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What RFK Jr. Doesn't Understand About Autism

Starting with his claims of an "autism epidemic."

by Hanna Rosin




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

Expressing concern can sometimes be a delicate endeavor. One can intend to be empathetic, but the target of concern hears only condescension and pity. So it is with Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who recently talked about how much autistic children suffer. These poor kids, he said at a July 16 press conference, would never "pay taxes. They'll never hold a job. They'll never play baseball. They'll never write a poem. They'll never go out on a date. Many of them will never use the toilet unassisted." Listening to Kennedy, some parents of autistic children felt seen. "I found myself nodding along as Mr. Kennedy spoke about the grim realities of profound autism," Emily May, whose daughter has limited verbal ability, wrote in The New York Times. But our guest this week, Eric Garcia, who attended the press conference, saw it differently. Such an intimate and detailed accounting of their failures, Garcia says, "almost bordered on pornography to me."

Garcia, the author of We're Not Broken: Changing the Autism Conversation and a political reporter at the Independent, has watched as Kennedy's forceful entry into the autism debate has deepened confusion about the condition and opened up rifts in the autism community. In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Garcia about myths spreading about autism under Kennedy. Yes, there's the one about how vaccines cause autism, which the scientific community has rejected. But there's also a more fundamental one that Kennedy references often: Is there, as he repeats, an "autism epidemic"? And if not, what explains the dramatic rise in reported cases of autism over the past few decades? Garcia also recounts his own story growing up autistic in the age of exploding diagnoses, and landing now in a moment where, for his job, he covers a health secretary's particular brand of concern.

The following is a transcript of the episode:



Hanna Rosin: Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is very concerned about autism. He has been for a couple of decades, since he first became convinced that mercury in vaccines made children autistic, which by the way, there is no credible evidence supporting this theory.

On April 16, now as head of Health and Human Services, RFK gave a press conference, and he described the tragedy of what he calls the autism "epidemic."

For years, he has insisted there is an epidemic, even though there is a lot of debate among researchers about this--all of which he dismisses as "epidemic denial," a term he repeated several times in that press conference.

Robert F. Kennedy Jr.: There are many, many other studies that affirm this, and instead of listening to this canard of epidemic denial, all you have to do is start reading a little science, because the answer is very clear, and this is catastrophic for our country.

Rosin: "Catastrophic," he says, because families continue to suffer, because their child will never, as he put it, do many of the things that make life worth living.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic.

There is a lot of confusion out there about autism--why it's increasing, if it's even increasing. And what even counts as autism? And I think it's fair to say that RFK's strong and public entry into this debate has not in any way helped to clear things up.

So we're gonna talk to someone who writes about autism and also covers politics for the U.K. paper the Independent, and is himself autistic: Eric Garcia, author of We're Not Broken: Changing the Autism Conversation.

Eric, welcome to the show.

Eric Garcia: Thank you.

Rosin: Eric, you covered that April 16 press conference that RFK held about autism. Was there anything in his statement that stuck out to you?

Garcia: Yeah, you know, there was obviously the whole thing, which is that "autism destroys families."

RFK Jr.: This is an individual tragedy as well. Autism destroys families, and more importantly, it destroys our greatest resource, which is our children.

Garcia: Saying that autism destroys children or destroys families is so corrosive, and it goes into the larger stereotype that people with disabilities are a burden.

RFK Jr.: These are kids who will never pay taxes. They'll never hold a job. They'll never play baseball. They'll never write a poem. They'll never go out on a date. Many of them will never use a toilet unassisted.

Garcia: I hear him taking some of the most intimate and graphic details of autistic people's lives and using it as a pawn for spreading disinformation.

RFK Jr.: These are children who should not be--who should not be suffering like this. These are kids who, many of them were fully functional and regressed because of some environmental exposure into autism when they're 2 years old. And we have to recognize we are doing this to our children.

Garcia: And I see him also taking the real challenges that high-support-needs people [have] and making their lives seem like a tragedy rather than lives that are whole and worthy on their own. This isn't to say that they don't face significant challenges. They absolutely do, but exploiting their experiences in such a public way, in some ways, almost bordered on pornography to me.

Rosin: I want to get into RFK's actual ideas about autism. Let's start with the idea that there's an autism epidemic. This is something he's been saying for decades. It's a critical part of his argument. It's the assumption from which everything else flows: There is an epidemic, so we have to get to the root of it and do something about it. So I'm going to do something that's not that podcast friendly, which is look at what anybody listening to this podcast could do, which is Google the term increase in autism diagnoses, increase in autism, and you'll see--can you describe what you're looking at?

Garcia: Yeah, it's known kind of, like, as the hockey stick.

Rosin: Yeah.

Garcia: What you see is that over time, there was an increase in diagnoses. So it says that something like one in 10,000 kids in the past had an autism diagnosis. And then over time, that number just increases and increases, and it makes it look like, on a very surface level with a very surface-level understanding, that this is an epidemic.

Rosin: Right. And I want to pause here because I feel like this is very confusing to people. Anybody can Google these charts, and pretty much any year you start in--so there's a chart that shows California. You can start in the '40s and '50s. Basically, nobody has autism.

Garcia: Correct.

And then it's around the year 1990 when it starts to lift. And then you get to 2020, and it booms into the sky. Now, you can do this about Northern Ireland, California, Sweden--

Garcia: Oman, China.

Rosin: --Oman, China. I mean, basically everybody would look at these charts and hear RFK say there's an autism epidemic, and it makes some kind of sense. And I think it's really important to pause here because that's what a layperson who knows nothing would pick up.

Garcia: It totally makes sense that on the surface it looks like there's this spike. But you have to remember, of course, autism didn't get a separate diagnosis in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders until 1980. It didn't get one. Then you got what was then called Asperger's syndrome, thanks to the research of Lorna Wing in the United Kingdom. Then in 1994, which was the year that my parents started screening me for things, you got I believe it was PDD-NOS, pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise specified. But, you know, it was this gradual improvement in and broadening of the spectrum. And then in 2013, what happened is the American Psychiatric Association, which publishes the DSM, puts all of these diagnoses under one umbrella as autism spectrum disorder, and there are levels.

There's Level 1 autism, which is people who can speak in full sentences but might have difficulty with sensory processing or might have difficulty with social interaction. Then there's Level 2, where they might be able to speak in smaller sentences or smaller words. And then there's Level 3, which is where they need, you know, I think, the classic around-the-clock care that we typically associated with autism--and we still associate with autism. And we shouldn't erase those people. But I think that it's important to remember that the diagnostic criteria was changing at the time.

Rosin: Right, so all this broadening of the diagnostic criteria, all the stuff you're describing, that explains a lot of the sudden rise, what RFK is calling "the epidemic."

Garcia: Yes. This was around the time that people with disabilities received more rights. The [Americans with Disabilities Act] was passed in 1990. And it's important to remember that even though autism wasn't really mentioned in the ADA, it was mentioned specifically in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, and that just meant that you saw an increase in the number of children being served who had what we now consider autism spectrum disorder.

So it's kind of this strange marriage of the science improving and government policy causing a windfall. So it was easy, I think, for people to look at those numbers and say epidemic.

Rosin: Right. And the obvious question is why? Now, RFK seems pretty certain about what the cause is.

RFK Jr.: Within three weeks--and probably, we're hoping, in two weeks--we're going to announce a series of new studies to identify precisely what the environmental toxins are that are causing it. This has not been done before, and we're going to do it in a thorough and comprehensive way, and we're going to get back with an answer to the American people very, very quickly.

Rosin: By the way, Eric, it's been, like, two or three weeks, and that report never came out, at least not yet. But the important phrase to me in that is "precisely what environmental toxins are causing it," not if environmental toxins are causing it but which ones. So what does he mean by that? He's basically concluded, despite this openness he has to doing research, that the cause of autism is environmental toxins. What is he referring to?

Garcia: This is something that's been talked about for a long time, which is that environmental toxins have contributed, if not play a major role, in the increase in autism rates.

And then the other major culprit is, of course, vaccinations, and particularly the MMR vaccination--the measles-mumps-rubella vaccine. And that has been debunked multiple times. The guy who put out that study, Andrew Wakefield, had his medical license revoked in the United Kingdom, and the study that was put out in 1998 was retracted in 2010.

Rosin: Right. So we have pinned down what RFK believes: This is an environmental toxin. Let's get to the root of it.

Garcia: Correct.

Rosin: That's his belief, and he happens to be the secretary of the HHS, so his belief holds some weight right now. Now let's shift from what he believes to what the scientific consensus and the world is saying, versus what RFK is saying. When were you born?

Garcia: I was born in 1990.

Rosin: 1990. Okay. That's a critical year because it's around the period that everyone pinpoints to when autism starts to explode. What is your experience as a child, growing child of how people are talking about autism?

Garcia: This is really interesting. It's funny, the way that my mom says it is that--so we were living in Wisconsin at the time, and she read this ad on the paper for, like, free pre-K screenings. This is, like, in 1994 or '95. They couldn't pinpoint, but they said there was something "wrong" with me or there was something--like I wasn't hitting the marks.

But you have to remember, of course: There's always a lag in scientific understanding, like, when something is established, you know, officially versus when it enters our bloodstream, so to speak, or enters the zeitgeist.

So they didn't know, but they were like, Well, he's verbal. He could speak, so we don't know if that's autism, and things like that. And then what happened was we moved to Sacramento, and what happened, according to my mom, is that she's trying to get services, things like that. They say, He's fine. There's nothing wrong with him. It's weird--like, in Wisconsin, they're like, Something's, quote, unquote, "wrong." And then in California it's, There's, quote, unquote, "nothing wrong with him."

And then it just so happens that my dad's boss's wife happened to be the head of, like, special education for the entire region. So that got me, like, an in. And then what happened is afterward, we moved to San Antonio, Texas, and there was this one doctor who, I guess, had been researching autism for a while. And then they were like, Well, this is what it's called--this Asperger's syndrome.

And then, like, I started--and it's funny because, you know, when you hear this term Asperger's syndrome, it's like you can imagine the kind of jokes that are made on the playground at the time. And, you know, it was funny because my diagnostic journey kind of matched the science and the public understanding as it was coming.

[Music]

Rosin: So the scientific consensus and Eric's life seem to show that a major reason autism is, quote, "on the rise" is because of improved awareness and access to health care. But within the autism community, there is a lot less consensus about what RFK is saying and what should be done next. That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: RFK is not the only person, though, who believes that this isn't just about diagnoses.

Garcia: Correct.

Rosin: Right. So there are legitimate scientists who would say, Oh, it's not just a matter of: We're capturing more people. There is something going on. So I want to talk about that for a minute. Even RFK agrees that autism has a genetic component. Like, studies of identical twins have shown that they are more likely to both be autistic. What other factors have people found have contributed to autism since the 1990s?

Garcia: Yeah. There have been talks about how, like, you know, parents having children older is--

Rosin: Right, the age of fathers.

Garcia: The age of fathers is one of the things. There's talk about mutated sperm. You know, so there definitely is some discussion. And, you know, and I should note that the United States spends so much money on researching autism, and a large chunk of the projects the United States government and nonprofits fund are about biology.

Rosin: So what, in your mind, is the problem with RFK calling it an epidemic?

Garcia: The problem with RFK calling it an epidemic, in my opinion, is that it treats it like it's a crisis. It treats it as if it's something to be fixed or it's something to be mitigated and something to be stopped. And when we already spend so much time researching the biology and researching--and I'm not necessarily even opposed to researching biology. I think it could be worthwhile. I think it could lead to scientific breakthroughs. It could help with finding ways to treat co-occurring conditions, like epilepsy. A lot of autistic people die from epileptic seizures.

But, like, treating it as a crisis and treating it as something to be fixed or prevented is corrosive to a lot of families. It's corrosive to a lot of autistic people. It puts the blame back on parents, and it focuses more on fixing this issue rather than accommodating and giving services to autistic people when the pie is so scarce. You know, this is the same administration that is trying to cut Medicaid.

Rosin: Right. So when you are standing and listening to RFK say things like this, to you, the message is, Something about me needs to be fixed.

Garcia: Yes. And something about a large amount of people needs to be fixed, rather than, These are people who are human beings who need services and who need support and who need acceptance in the world.

Rosin: I want to talk about how RFK's statements have opened up and exposed certain rifts inside the world of autism. Recently, a mother of an autistic child, Emily May, wrote an op-ed in The New York Times, which was called "Kennedy Described My Daughter's Reality."

She writes, "When [Robert F. Kennedy] Jr. said in a recent press briefing," the same one we've been talking about, "that autistic children will 'never pay taxes,' 'never hold a job,' 'never play baseball,' many people in the autism community reacted angrily." Probably you did, Eric. "And yet I was transported back to the psychiatrist's office and her bleak prognosis that my child might never speak again. I found myself nodding along as Mr. Kennedy spoke about the grim realities of profound autism."

Can you explain what this divide is about between, say, a community that you represent and this parent's community of children who she describes as profoundly autistic?

Garcia: Yeah. First off, I should say, and I want to be as careful as I can with this--I don't want to make too many people mad. It's important to remember that a lot of parents of high-support-needs autistic kids disagree with Emily, and a lot of people agree with her. In fact, Emily and I were DMing before that article came out. And, you know, the thing that I would say is that term, "profound autism," that is an ongoing debate that's going on right now because The Lancet in 2021, 2022 put out a commission arguing that there needed to be a separate label called "profound autism" for those kind of, as I mentioned, Level 3 autistic people or what we would call high support needs. And their argument is that the diagnosis of the spectrum is too broad, and that creating the 2013 diagnosis of ASD erases the needs of some people, of those high-support-needs people, and folks like myself are occupying the conversation.

Rosin: Is that because you can speak for yourself, whereas a nonspeaking child cannot necessarily speak for themselves?

Garcia: Yeah, that's their argument.

Rosin: And so they feel like they've been made invisible now?

Garcia: They feel like they've been made invisible, and I think that they feel like, while we've been highlighting a lot of the accomplishments of people like myself, that we're ignoring their needs. And so there's this idea that there's a need to create a separate label, profound autism, and a lot of autistic self-advocates, including some nonspeaking autistic self-advocates, argue that this is that this would just add to stigma--and that by labeling someone as profoundly autistic, that would lower expectations and say that they would never be able to achieve all those things.

And the thing that I would say is that a lot of times, my overture--I'm not an activist; I'm a journalist; I'm a writer; I write about autism, but I don't advocate for a policy thing, but my overture--and my olive branch and my fig leaf is the people who are on the front lines, advocating for your kids, are those same speaking autistic advocates and those same self-advocates.

It's funny--when I was interviewing Julia Bascom, the former head of the Autistic Self Advocacy Network, she has in her office one of the signs that they made for pushing back against the repeal of Obamacare, saying, "Please don't cut Medicaid so autistic people have to stop making phone calls."

They are on the front lines this time to prevent the cuts to Medicaid that Republicans want to do, that RFK's administration--the Trump administration--wants to do, and House Speaker Mike Johnson wants to do, and Republicans in the House want to do.

Rosin: I see. So you're saying you, as a speaking autistic advocate or writer, are not making a distinction between high needs and not-high needs. You're just out there raising awareness for autism more broadly, whether it's for her kid, for yourself, for society just to generally understand autism.

Garcia: And I'll say this, and I mean this from the bottom of my heart, and forgive me for being--I don't know how emotional I can be in this thing.

Rosin: As much as you want.

Garcia: Yeah. I think meeting other autistic people, including high-support-needs, nonspeaking autistic people, helped me learn about myself. You know, I think about how when nonspeaking autistic people for so long--they're diminished, and their voices are erased, and people write them off as not worthy or not valid. I'm reminded of when I was called a retard in elementary school.

And so what I would say to them is that, like, I don't know what it's like to be nonspeaking autistic, but I do know what it's like to be overwhelmed and overstimulated in a world that doesn't--you know, I didn't drive a car to get here, because I can't drive.

Some autistic people can drive, and God bless them. I just can't. It's overwhelming--sensory overload. And I guess what I just want to say is that I don't know exactly what it's like, but I've learned so much from your kids. I've learned so much, and I've learned how similar we are. And I've learned how, even though there are still very big differences, that they deserve to be treated [as] valid. And if I fought so hard to get my voice heard, my God, the reason why I try to interview nonspeaking--it is so important in all of my books and all of my writing to include nonspeaking voices, because, my God, I want their stories told and I want them to be heard.

Rosin: Isn't that what RFK wants? Like, what's wrong with his approach to nonspeaking autistic kids? Like, his bringing this to light? What's the difference between what you want and what he wants?

Garcia: I think what I want is, I think the difference--because, believe it or not, there is some overlap--is that he sees this as a tragedy to be fixed. I see these as people who deserve everything possible. We're probably always going to have autism, and we're always going to have autistic people with us.

So what do we do about it? How do we serve these people? How do we see them as full human beings who have needs and wants and concerns, and how do we fix the gaps so that the actually impairing and disabling parts of autism are addressed and mitigated? And how do we help them to live good and happy lives?

Rosin: Well, Eric, I feel like that is a beautiful place to end. I really appreciate you coming and talking to me about this.

Garcia: Hanna, I really appreciate you having me here. Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes and Jinae West. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid. We had engineering support from Rob Smierciak, fact-checking by Yvonne Kim. 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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OpenAI's Ambitions Just Became Crystal Clear

But when you promise the world a revolutionary new product, it helps to have actually built one.

by Matteo Wong




Sam Altman is done with keyboards and screens. All that swiping and typing and scrolling--too much potential friction between you and ChatGPT.

Earlier today, OpenAI announced its intentions to solve this apparent problem. The company is partnering with Jony Ive, the longtime head of design at Apple, who did pioneering work on products such as the iMac G3, the iPod, and, most famously, the iPhone. Together, Altman and Ive say they want to create hardware built specifically for AI software. Everyone, Altman suggested in a highly produced announcement video, could soon have access to a "team of geniuses"--presumably, ChatGPT-style assistants--on a "family of devices." Such technology "deserves something much better" than today's laptops, he argued. What that will look like, exactly, he didn't say, and OpenAI declined my request for comment. But the firm will pay roughly $5 billion to acquire Io, Ive's start-up, to figure that "something much better" out as Ive takes on "deep design and creative responsibilities" across OpenAI. (Emerson Collective, the majority owner of The Atlantic, is an investor in both Io and OpenAI. And OpenAI entered a corporate partnership with The Atlantic last year.)

Read: The great AI lock-in has begun

Moving into hardware could become OpenAI's most technologically disruptive, and financially lucrative, expansion to date. AI assistants are supposed to help with everything, so it's only natural to try to replace the phones and computers that people do everything on. If the company is successful, within a decade you might be reading (or listening to) a ChatGPT-generated news roundup on an OpenAI device instead of reading an article on your iPhone, or asking the device to file your taxes instead of logging in to TurboTax.



In Altman's view, current devices offer only clunky ways to use AI products: You have to open an app or a website, upload the relevant information, continually prompt the AI bot, and then transfer any useful outputs elsewhere. In the promotional video, Ive agrees, suggesting that the era of personal computers and smartphones--a period that he helped define--needs a refresh: "It's just common sense to at least think, surely, there's something beyond these legacy products," he tells Altman. Although OpenAI and Io have not specified what they are building, a number of wearable AI pins, smartglasses, and other devices announced over the past year have suggested a vision of an AI assistant always attached to your body--an "external brain," as Altman called it today.



These products have, so far, uniformly flopped. As just one example, Humane, the maker of a $700 AI "pin" that attached to a user's clothing, shut down the poorly reviewed product less than a year after launch. Ive, in an interview today with Bloomberg, called these early AI gadgets "very poor products." And Apple and OpenAI have had their own share of uninspiring, or even embarrassing, product releases. Still, if any pair has a shot at designing a legitimately useful AI device, it is likely the man who unleashed ChatGPT partnering with someone who led the design of the Apple smartphones, tablets, and laptops that have defined decades of American life and technology.



Certainly, a bespoke device would also rapidly accelerate OpenAI's commercial ambitions. The company, once a small research lab, is now valued at $300 billion and growing rapidly, and in March reported that half a billion people use ChatGPT each week. Already, OpenAI is angling to replace every major tech firm: ChatGPT is an internet search tool as powerful as Google, can help you shop online and remove the need to type into Amazon, can be your work software instead of the Microsoft Office suite. OpenAI is even reportedly building a social-media platform. For now, OpenAI relies on the smartphones and web browsers people use to access ChatGPT--products that are all made by business rivals. Altman is trying to cut out the middleman and condense digital life into a single, unified piece of hardware and software. The promise is this: Your whole life could be lived through such a device, turning OpenAI's products into a repository of uses and personal data that could be impossible to leave--just as, if everyone in your family has an iPhone, Macbook, and iCloud storage plan, switching to Android is deeply unpleasant and challenging.

Read: "We're definitely going to build a bunker before we release AGI"

Several other major tech firms are also trying to integrate generative AI into their legacy devices and software. Amazon has incorporated generative AI into the Alexa voice assistant, Google into its Android phones and search bar, and Apple into the iPhone. Meta has built an AI assistant into its apps and sells smartglasses. Products and platforms which disrupted work, social life, education, and more in the early 2000s are showing their age: Google has become crowded with search-optimized sites and AI-generated content that can make it harder for users to find good information; Amazon is filled with junk; Facebook is a cesspool; and the smartphone is commonly viewed as attention-sapping, if not outright brain-melting. Tech behemoths are jury-rigging AI features into their products to avoid being disrupted--but these rollouts, and Apple's in particular, have been disastrous, giving dangerous health advice, butchering news summaries, and generally crowding and slowing user experiences.



Almost 20 years ago, when Apple introduced the iPhone, Steve Jobs said in a now-famous speech that "every once in a while, a revolutionary product comes along that changes everything." Seeming to be in pursuit of similar magic, today's video announcing OpenAI's foray into hardware began with Altman saying, "I think we have the opportunity here to kind of completely reimagine what it means to use a computer." But Jobs had an actual product to share and sell. Altman, for now, is marketing his imagination.
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Republicans Still Can't Say No to Trump

The GOP has mounted little resistance to the president. His "big, beautiful bill" was another test.

by Russell Berman




Updated at 10:13 a.m. ET on May 22, 2025.

Representative Tim Burchett is fond of saying no.

The fourth-term Tennessean was one of the eight renegade Republicans who helped oust Kevin McCarthy, and when Speaker Mike Johnson tries to rally the party around legislation, many times Burchett is one of the last holdouts. As Burchett left the Capitol on Monday, he complained to me: "It's always the conservatives that have to compromise."

Right up until the moment the House voted early Thursday morning on President Donald Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act, Burchett didn't want to compromise. The economic proposal pitted the party's hard-line right wing (that's Burchett) against members who could lose their seat by supporting legislation to extend a windfall for the wealthy while reducing benefits for those at the bottom of the income scale. He was frustrated that the bill adds trillions to the nation's debt and does not slash enough spending. He warned GOP leaders not to "poke the bear" by once again caving to more moderate Republicans. "At some point," Burchett told me, "the conservatives are going to push back, and it's going to shut the whole thing down."

But could he say that to the president? Could he tell Trump no?

"I don't know," Burchett replied on Monday.

David A. Graham: Congressional Republicans vs. reality 

In that, he wasn't alone. Republicans have mounted remarkably little resistance to Trump early in his second term. They've allowed him to bypass Congress and essentially shut down federal agencies on his own. The Senate has confirmed nearly all of his Cabinet nominees, even those who were accused of sexual misconduct or who had no obvious qualifications for their job. Time and again, GOP lawmakers have rebelled against Johnson only to fold under pressure from Trump.

With that in mind, the speaker brought in the president Tuesday morning to make what he hoped would be a final pitch to Republicans: Set aside your differences and pass the bill onto the Senate. The time for bickering is over. Take the deal. Get. It. Done. It was a bit like a baseball manager summoning his closer in the seventh inning. Johnson pushed to hold a vote, but as they negotiated it remained unclear if that would happen this week. "They think this is the close. I'm just going to politely disagree," Representative Andy Harris of Maryland, the chair of the House Freedom Caucus and a critic of the bill, told me on Tuesday.

Passing Trump's plan through the House was just one hurdle Republicans had to clear. The Senate is likely to make its own changes to the bill, which the House would then have to accept. GOP leaders want to increase the nation's debt limit as part of the measure, and Congress must do that by the summer to avoid a catastrophic default.

In the House, Republicans squeezed the speaker from both the right and the left. Conservatives such as Burchett pressed for bigger changes to Medicaid and a faster repeal of clean-energy tax credits enacted by former President Joe Biden. But some swing-district Republicans worried those cuts would hurt their constituents and jeopardize their reelection bids. Polls show that cuts to Medicaid are deeply unpopular, and the bill could result in as many as 10 million Americans losing health insurance, the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office found. Another faction representing New York and California insisted that the bill allow people a much more generous deduction for state and local taxes, a provision known as SALT.

Democrats assailed the bill as a fiscal and moral atrocity, arguing that the proposal cuts programs that provide aid to poor people while bestowing most of its benefits on the rich. "This is Robin Hood in reverse," former Speaker Nancy Pelosi declared Tuesday on the House floor. With Democrats united in opposition, Johnson could likely afford no more than three defections from Republicans, and a far higher number of lawmakers had yet to be appeased.

By Trump's telling, Tuesday morning's closed-door confab was "a meeting of love." But behind those doors, Trump tried to put an end to negotiations and shut down demands. Any Republican who dared to vote against the bill would be "a fool," he declared. The president reportedly told Republicans, "Don't fuck around with Medicaid" by drastically cutting the program; he also dismissed calls for a bigger SALT deduction. (In fact, the legislation does mess with Medicaid by instituting work requirements for non-disabled adults, and it nearly triples the amount of state and local taxes that people can write off from their federal IRS bill.)

Despite the president's plea, some of the holdouts left the meeting still holding out. "Nothing has changed," Representative Keith Self of Texas, a conservative critic who wants deeper Medicaid cuts, told me. On the right, Harris and Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky told reporters they were still opposed to the legislation. So, too, did three of the most vocal advocates of boosting the SALT deduction: Representatives Andrew Garbarino, Mike Lawler, and Nick LaLota, all of New York. "We need a little more SALT on the table to get to yes," the Long Islander LaLota told reporters, his pun very much intended.

Conservatives had been venting about the bill for weeks. They were annoyed that the proposal was heavy on tax cuts and much lighter on the spending reductions that Republicans campaign on but rarely enact. "There's not an economist worth their salt that will tell you that what we're doing is responsible or sustainable," Representative Eli Crane of Arizona told me. (His pun did not seem intended.) "I've been one of the guys up here that doesn't feel that the bill even goes far enough." Before Trump's visit, Burchett grumbled about "the so-called moderate or liberal members of the party," saying they have been "fighting us every step of the way."

Annie Lowrey: The Republicans' budget makes no sense

But betting against the bill's ultimate passage by both the House and the Senate could be a mistake. Republicans are virtually unanimous in their belief that allowing Trump's 2017 tax cuts to expire at year's end--which would result in a tax hike for most Americans--would be worse than passing a flawed, deficit-busting bill. The House's far-right faction, traditionally the chamber's most recalcitrant, is now most closely aligned with Trump. The president's demands of loyalty and heavy-handed treatment of dissenters have chastened if not defanged conservatives. A direct call from the president tends to be enough to flip a wavering Republican.

Burchett was in a considerably brighter mood after Trump's pep talk. "He got me closer," he told me. He did not repeat his gripes about the treatment of conservatives, or his warning that they might tank the bill. A personal plea from the president didn't seem necessary. "He's going to give us some food for thought," Burchett said. "We're moving right along with it."

I asked a handful of other conservative holdouts this week what they would tell Trump if he personally asked them to vote for a bill that didn't meet their demands. Not one said they would flatly tell him no. "I would look forward to chatting with the president," Self said. "It's always an honor." Harris told me he would "make the case that this big, beautiful bill could get more beautiful with a little more work." Representative Chip Roy of Texas, among the bill's most vocal conservative critics, was evasive. "I'm not going to get into that," he told me. "I'm not going to negotiate this through you."

The hard-liners got more face time with the president Wednesday afternoon after talks with House leaders failed to move them, prompting Trump to bring members of the House Freedom Caucus to the White House. His aides released a statement in support of the bill, saying that failure to pass Trump's plan would represent "the ultimate betrayal" of the president. Following the White House meeting, Johnson told reporters that he was moving forward with a vote. It wasn't clear whether conservatives were on board with the bill. But the speaker seemed ready to make a bet--that when the crucial moment came, the conservatives who had said no to him would not do the same to Trump.

The move paid off. After an all-night debate, the House early this morning passed the president's bill by a single vote, 215-214. Just two Republicans, Massie and Representative Warren Davidson of Ohio, defied Trump by opposing it. (A third, Harris, voted present.) Conservatives had won some final concessions, but nothing close to what they had been seeking. What mattered was that Trump had made his ask, and once more, Republicans found that they could not say no.
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COVID Shots for Kids Are Over

The FDA's new approach to boosters could mean that kids will no longer be able to get vaccinated against the disease to begin with.

by Katherine J. Wu





 Long before he joined the FDA to run the center that regulates vaccines, Vinay Prasad argued against COVID shots for kids. Among his many criticisms of the United States' approach to combatting the disease, Prasad has insisted that pediatric vaccines have few benefits for kids--and has maintained that the FDA should never have authorized COVID boosters for them, that the CDC should never have recommended those shots, and that "it is malpractice for a doctor to recommend the booster to children." And he has advocated for the CDC removing the COVID vaccine from the childhood-immunization schedule.



Just two weeks into his tenure as the FDA's new vaccine czar, Prasad seems to be taking the first steps toward turning this rhetoric into reality.



Yesterday, he and Marty Makary, the FDA's new commissioner, announced a new framework for COVID-19 vaccines: The agency will no longer green-light new formulations of COVID shots for healthy people under 65, unless companies submit data from new clinical trials that prove the shots' worth--an unusual ask, experts told me, for vaccines that have already been through the sorts of rigorous studies that scrutinize their safety and effectiveness, and received the agency's authorization or approval. When describing this shift in an article published in The New England Journal of Medicine, as well as in a livestreamed FDA press conference, Prasad and Makary--neither of whom has formal training in infectious disease or vaccinology--focused primarily on the implications for COVID boosters for young, healthy adults. But experts outside of the agency told me that the policy could also prevent most American children from accessing their initial series of COVID vaccines--essentially guaranteeing that kids will first encounter the virus without protection.



At the press conference, Prasad once again criticized the CDC's 2023 decision to add COVID vaccines to the childhood-immunization schedule, which currently recommends the shots as a two- or three-dose series as early as six months of age. He and Makary did not, however, explicitly address whether their new framework will ultimately cut healthy, young kids off from an initial series of COVID vaccines. (In theory, children with certain preexisting conditions should remain eligible.) But several vaccinologists, pediatricians, epidemiologists, and vaccine-policy experts told me that the agency's stance on the matter appeared to be leaning toward yes, at least without new data from companies that will be extraordinarily challenging to collect, if companies try to collect such data at all.



When I contacted the FDA seeking clarification on whether kids will continue to have access to their first COVID vaccines, I did not receive a response. When reached for comment, Emily G. Hilliard, HHS's press secretary, did not answer my questions about the primary series for kids, but said via email that "a rubber-stamping approach to approving COVID boosters in perpetuity without updated clinical trial data under the Biden Administration is now over."







From the earliest days of the pandemic, children have been afflicted by severe COVID at lower rates than adults. "We certainly did not see as much pediatric disease as we saw adult disease," Buddy Creech, a pediatrician and the director of the Vanderbilt Vaccine Research Program, told me. But kids also were not spared the virus's worst effects. After the pandemic began, the virus became a top-10 cause of death among American minors, and it has killed more than 1,000 children, many of whom had no preexisting health conditions.



Kids, like adults, are also vulnerable to long COVID, albeit at lower rates. And they have experienced their own unusual, terrifying manifestations of disease, including the inflammatory condition MIS-C. (MIS-C has become much less common in recent years, but is poorly understood and could return with future variants, Creech told me.) Disease that manifests rather mildly now may change as the virus continues to evolve. And generally speaking, among kids, "the younger the child, the higher the risk for severe disease," Sallie Permar, the chair of pediatrics at Weill Cornell Medicine, told me.



Yesterday, at the press briefing, Prasad noted that COVID hospitalizes children far less often than it does older adults. But diseases also don't have to be catastrophically deadly to warrant a childhood-vaccination policy, Ofer Levy, the director of the Precision Vaccines Program at Boston Children's Hospital, told me. The death rate for chicken pox, for instance, is extremely low, but the vaccine is available to, and recommended for, all children--not just those with preexisting conditions. And COVID vaccines for kids, especially in the smaller doses tailored to the youngest age groups, are "among the safest we know of," Permar told me. Although myocarditis is a rare side effect of COVID vaccines, it is primarily a concern for adolescent boys and young men, rather than very young kids; in general, the shots' side effects include redness at the injection site, soreness, and fever.



In short, kids are at risk from the virus, and a safe shot can lower that risk. Now, though, per the FDA, apparently "the risk isn't high enough," Grace Lee, a pediatrician at Stanford, told me. (During the early years of COVID, Lee chaired the CDC's advisory committee on immunization practices, or ACIP, which recommended the vaccines for children.)



Prioritizing vaccination for those at highest risk of a particular disease, as the FDA's new policy would, is sensible. Focused messaging can be an especially powerful way to increase uptake, Creech pointed out. That is sorely needed for people over 65, who are among the groups at greatest risk from the virus and aren't staying up to date on their shots. Many of the experts I spoke with also said that recommendations that counsel repeat shots for most Americans don't make as much sense as they used to: Much of the population has immunity from both vaccines and infections, and recent COVID waves have been far more blunted than they were in the past. ACIP was already mulling limiting the recommendations for annual COVID shots to only those at highest risk.



But the question of whether most Americans should be getting COVID shots regularly is fundamentally different from the question of whether healthy kids should be able to get a primary series of shots early in life. Today's children will likely have to contend with different versions of this virus for the rest of their lives, and taking away the option to gain protection ahead of disease "is a myopic view of COVID prevention," Gregory Poland, a vaccinologist and the president of the Atria Research Institute, told me. This country generally does vaccinate against every vaccine-preventable disease that affects children in the U.S., as early as is practical and possible. At the very least, "parents should have an option," Lee told me.





Without an explicit FDA policy addressing the primary vaccine series for kids, the experts I spoke with said they weren't sure how quickly access to the shots would dwindle for children. Current COVID vaccines for children could remain available until the next update. But if the CDC alters the recommendations for children, that could tank insurance coverage for the shots, or pediatricians' willingness to stock them. "I think this next year is going to be full of confusion," Jason Schwartz, a vaccine-policy expert at Yale, told me. With so much in limbo, manufacturers may not want to keep up production of pediatric shots at all, which are formulated differently and in smaller doses. And pediatric COVID vaccines remain under emergency authorization--which the FDA could still strip entirely.



The FDA has, in theory, laid out a path for future approvals of COVID vaccines, including for healthy young kids--through new clinical trials. But those sorts of studies are expensive and laborious--particularly when they involve children, who get very sick at lower rates than adults and whose parents might not want to enroll them in studies that could offer them only a placebo, Lee told me. The new framework also calls for trials to measure whether vaccines can reduce the risk of symptomatic cases of COVID. But because the shots work best against severe disease, that criterion could set up new shots to fail.



Prasad and Makary stressed that many other countries, including much of Europe, have long since abandoned recommendations that healthy children get COVID shots. But "it's apples and oranges," Theresa Chapple, an epidemiologist who is on the board of Vaccinate Your Family, told me. "We don't have similar health-care systems, and we don't have similar proportions of healthy people." At baseline, Americans are at more risk--which warrants more baseline precaution.



In the past, the U.S. government has seen fit to restrict or pull vaccines only under extraordinary circumstances: major new safety concerns, a better immunization option, eradication of disease. And those decisions have generally come only after political leaders consulted multiple scientific experts in the field, which Prasad and Makary chose not to do through their agency's typical channels. (The FDA's panel of independent vaccine experts is scheduled to meet tomorrow.) Rather, political appointees with preexisting opinions on COVID vaccines appear to have enacted policy unilaterally. Prasad and Makary publicly went after COVID boosters. But kids' first defenses against the virus are likely to be that attack's collateral damage.
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The Trump Administration's Favorite Answer

President Donald Trump once promised, "I alone can fix it." Now he has a different message.

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 of the key predecessors of the modern Republican Party was the Know Nothing Party, so called because of its secrecy. When asked about the organization, members would reputedly reply, "I know nothing."

The Donald Trump-era GOP shares some things with its 19th-century ancestor: populist politics, xenophobia, and staunch opposition to immigration. And like their forebears, many current Republican officials profess to know nothing. But whether they are also equivocating or simply unaware is not clear.

Yesterday on Capitol Hill, Senator Dick Durbin quizzed Secretary of Health and Human Services Robert F. Kennedy Jr. on cuts to research on amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, reading off a list of terminated employees and grants.

"I do not know about any cuts to ALS research, and I'm happy to--" Kennedy started.

"I just read them to you!" a frustrated Durbin interrupted.

"I will have to go and talk to Jay Bhattacharya," Kennedy said, referring to the head of the National Institutes of Health. If Kennedy wasn't selected for his medical expertise--"I don't think people should be taking medical advice from me," he said last week--and he also doesn't have the administrative capacity to track what's going on in his department, one wonders why Kennedy is leading HHS.

In a different Senate hearing yesterday, on the confirmation of former Representative Billy Long to lead the IRS, Senator Elizabeth Warren asked the nominee whether it's legal for the president to direct the IRS to revoke an organization's nonprofit status. Warren said she'd raised the question with Long during a meeting three weeks ago, at which time Long had said he needed to consult with lawyers. Now Warren wanted to circle back. Yet even with time to check and the statute's language in front of him, Long deflected: "I'm not able to answer the question." (Somehow, this was not the most cringe exchange in Long's hearing.)

Later in the day, in Boston, Justice Department lawyers were struggling to answer questions from federal judge Brian E. Murphy, who hurriedly convened a hearing after claims by lawyers that the administration put several people, including a Vietnamese man, aboard a plane for deportation to war-ravaged South Sudan, in possible defiance of a judicial order.

"Where is the plane?" Murphy asked, according to The New York Times.

"I'm told that that information is classified, and I am told that the final destination is also classified," a DOJ lawyer said. Murphy wanted to know under what authority the government was classifying the flight's location. The attorney replied--you guessed it--"I don't have the answer to that." (The plane landed in Djibouti this morning, according to the Times. Murphy said today that the flight "unquestionably" violated his order.)

Secretary of Homeland Security Kristi Noem, in yet another Senate hearing, might have been better off pleading ignorance. Instead, she confidently and incorrectly told Senator Maggie Hassan that "habeas corpus is a constitutional right that the president has to be able to remove people from this country." Though she thought she knew, she didn't know either.

In their unawareness, these officials are taking their lead from the president. Trump once promised, "I alone can fix it," but now he has a different message: I have no idea.

Is the administration deporting people to Libya? "I don't know. You'll have to ask Homeland Security."

Why did Trump choose Casey Means to be surgeon general, even though she didn't finish her medical residency? "Bobby [Kennedy] really thought she was great. I don't know her."

Why did Trump's Truth Social account post an image of him dressed as the pope, ahead of the conclave? "That's not me that did it. I have no idea where it came from--maybe it was AI. But I know nothing about it."

Had Trump been briefed on U.S. soldiers missing during an exercise in Lithuania? "No, I haven't."

Would Trump direct his administration to provide any evidence that the graduate student Rumeysa Ozturk, who was snatched off the street by plainclothes ICE officers, was connected to Hamas? "I'll look into it, but I'm not aware of the particular event." (Ultimately, the DOJ failed to produce any convincing evidence, and a judge ordered Ozturk's release.)

Why did Trump sign a proclamation authorizing his administration's use of the Alien Enemies Act to deport Venezuelan migrants? "I don't know when it was signed, because I didn't sign it. Other people handled it." (Trump did, in fact, sign it.)

Given this pattern, it's little surprise that when NBC's Kristen Welker asked Trump, "Don't you need to uphold the Constitution of the United States as president?" he had a less-than-reassuring answer: "I don't know."

Some of this disengagement stems from Trump's tendency to approach the presidency not as an executive but rather as a pundit. He'd prefer to watch from the sidelines and comment than actually get into the messy work of governance. Like a witness conspicuously unable to recall things, Trump and his aides may also sometimes find it easier to claim they don't know what's happening than to accept responsibility.

Trump's first administration was dysfunctional and ineffective, in part because of Trump's detachment and inattention. So far, his second term has been much more effective. Because Trump doesn't appear to have experienced any radical transformation, that's more likely a factor of the people who are now working in his administration--though not, apparently, Kennedy or Noem.

Trump and his allies have questioned who was really in charge from 2021 to 2025 if President Joe Biden was struggling to manage the presidency. The president's professed unawareness of what's going on inside his administration raises the same question about his White House. Who, exactly, does know what's going on?

Related:

	Trump is hiding behind his lawyers.
 	Kristi Noem should probably know what habeas corpus is.






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The decline and fall of Elon Musk
 	An awkward truth about American work
 	The David Frum Show: Trump's national-security disaster




Today's News

	President Donald Trump, who met with South African President Cyril Ramaphosa in the Oval Office, confronted Ramaphosa about the treatment of white Afrikaners in the country.
 	The Trump administration formally accepted a Boeing 747 jet gifted by the government of Qatar.
 	The European Union and Britain announced new sanctions on Russia yesterday, a day after Trump and Russian President Vladimir Putin had a call to discuss the war in Ukraine.




Evening Read
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America's Johnson & Johnson Problem

By Adam M. Lowenstein

For generations, J&J was best known for Johnson's Baby Powder, a product that the company promoted as a symbol of its trustworthiness. "The association of the Johnson's name with both the mother infant bond and mother's touch as she uses the baby products is known as Johnson & Johnson's Golden Egg," a 2008 company presentation asserted. "This association is one of the company's most precious assets."
 In No More Tears, Harris argues that the "halo" from this "Golden Egg" helped obscure a different side of Johnson & Johnson: a sprawling conglomerate that has acted brazenly, sometimes even illegally, in the pursuit of profit.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	What AI thinks it knows about you
 	What Trump got right in the Middle East
 	The fraught relationship between a pope and his home
 	The egregious reinstatement of Pete Rose
 	Modi's escalation trap




Culture Break



 Marlen Mueller / Connected Archives



Believe it or not. Manvir Singh's new book, Shamanism: The Timeless Religion, explores how visionary healers became a fixture of contemporary American culture and politics.

Read. "Skin a Rabbit," a short story by Honor Jones:

"A whoop and a stampede--the boys were running by. They must have spotted Biddy."

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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Trump Hands Putin Another Victory

The U.S. president promised peace on day one. Now he's enabling Russia's advances.

by Jonathan Lemire




For years, President Donald Trump has bragged that he, and only he, could bring an end to the Russia-Ukraine war. "I'll have that done in 24 hours," he said repeatedly during his most recent presidential campaign. Once back in the White House, he told advisers to plan for a summit with Russian President Vladimir Putin, in the hope of creating a made-for-TV spectacle during which he could formally announce a resolution to the war, two administration officials and an outside adviser told me.

But plans are now shifting, those officials said. (I agreed not to name them so that they could discuss internal deliberations.) Trump still wants to establish closer ties with Putin, and the White House will likely revisit the possibility of a meeting before long. But officials now expect that any such summit won't involve negotiations to end the fighting.

After months of pushing for a cease-fire deal, the United States is preparing to take a step back from peace talks. Trump made this change in strategy clear after holding calls this week with Putin and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, and suggesting that he will no longer work to personally broker an agreement between the two leaders. Europe is on its own. And Russia has been handed a win, at least temporarily escaping consequences from the United States while it continues to pursue its aggression.

"I think something's going to happen," Trump told reporters in the Oval Office on Monday, seemingly still hoping for an agreement. But, he added, "if it doesn't, I just back away, and they're going to have to keep going. This was a European situation. It should have remained a European situation."

Read: Trump's basic misunderstanding about the war in Ukraine

Perhaps this outcome was inevitable. Trump has long been deferential to Putin, skeptical of Europe, and steadfast in his belief that American foreign policy should prioritize business and trade. He has frequently affirmed Russia's narrative about the war--that Ukraine provoked the conflict--and repeatedly demanded Ukrainian concessions for peace while asking little of Putin. His flashes of frustration with his Russian counterpart have been rare and brief. A few weeks ago, after meeting with Zelensky at Pope Francis's funeral, Trump threatened new sanctions on Russia; as he put it then, Putin's decision to ignore U.S. calls for a 30-day cease-fire revealed that he might not "want to stop the war" and "has to be dealt with differently." But to this point, no new sanctions have been levied.

When Putin proposed a meeting with Zelensky in Istanbul last week, Trump hoped that cease-fire talks were on the verge of a breakthrough, one of the administration officials I spoke with said. Zelensky traveled to Turkey, and Trump, already in the region for the first foreign trip of his new term, signaled that he would be willing to join if the Russian leader went as well. Instead, Putin blew off the meeting and sent a low-level delegation. Did the fact that Ukrainian and Russian officials met for the first time since the invasion represent a degree of progress? Yes. But nothing of note came from the meeting, and Russia's demands remain extreme. Trump privately felt stung that Putin declined the chance to meet, the outside adviser, who spoke with the president after the Istanbul meeting, told me.

Trump "has grown weary and frustrated with both sides of the conflict," White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told reporters on Monday, after the president had held his calls with the Russian and Ukrainian leaders. Trump spent two hours on the phone with Putin in a conversation that both the White House and the Kremlin described as warm. Later that day, Trump declared on Truth Social that Putin had agreed to "immediately" start direct negotiations with Ukraine toward a cease-fire and a broader deal to end the war. Setting aside the fact that direct talks had already started in Turkey, Trump, by not insisting that Russia accept America's 30-day cease-fire proposal, was giving Putin just what he wanted: permission for negotiations to move ahead more slowly. The sluggish pace will allow Russia to continue to inflict damage on Ukraine and win more territory, potentially strengthening Moscow's position for future negotiations.

"Vladimir Putin wants to keep the war going," Jake Sullivan, who was President Joe Biden's national security adviser, told me. "He thinks that terrorizing cities will weaken their morale, and he thinks eventually their lines will crack and he'll make substantially more progress on the ground." Sullivan said that by agreeing to talks with Ukraine--even in vague, toothless terms--Putin had done enough to placate Trump for now. "He wants to keep the war going but, on the other hand, keep Trump from flipping on him. And so his gambit wins."

Read: Trump weighs his options against Putin

Kylie Newbold,  Trump's National Security Council spokesperson, told me in a statement: "This is a war we inherited--it is Biden's war. There was no plan or strategy to bring the conflict and killing to an end, but now under President Trump the two sides are agreeing to the first direct talks in three years. This is an important step forward."

In his Truth Social post, Trump suggested that the United States was stepping back from the talks because Ukraine and Russia "know details of a negotiation that nobody else would be aware of." Hours earlier, Vice President J. D. Vance had similarly declared the conflict "not our war," saying, "We're going to try to end it, but if we can't end it, we're eventually going to say: 'You know what? That was worth a try, but we're not doing any more.'" Trump added Monday that he wanted the Vatican, rather than the U.S., to host negotiations.

Zelensky might welcome divine intervention, but the potential lack of U.S. involvement alarmed him. On X, he insisted that "the negotiation process must involve both American and European representatives at the appropriate level."

According to the Kremlin's readout of Putin's call with Trump, the Russian leader touted to Trump the possibility of significant American-Russian business deals. Trump seemed enthusiastic in his Truth Social post. "Russia wants to do largescale TRADE with the United States when this catastrophic 'bloodbath' is over, and I agree. There is a tremendous opportunity for Russia to create massive amounts of jobs and wealth. Its potential is UNLIMITED," he wrote. The outside adviser and a third administration official I spoke with both told me that one of Trump's primary motivations for ending the conflict is that he wants to normalize relations with Moscow and negotiate a trade deal involving Russia's rare-earth minerals.

The U.S. is continuing to share intelligence with Ukraine and to send some aid there. (The administration briefly paused both after Trump's heated Oval Office meeting with Zelensky in February, leading to Russian gains in the war.) As long as the spigot remains open, many experts believe, Ukraine can hold off Moscow's advances on the battlefield. And Washington might yet impose more penalties on Moscow. Republican Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina has broken with Trump by proposing tough sanctions against Russia--as well as secondary sanctions against other nations that do business with Moscow--if Putin does not commit to peace talks. The measure now has the support of a bipartisan group of nearly 80 senators--a veto-proof majority, as Senator Richard Blumenthal, the first co-sponsor of the bill, pointed out to me. "It's no secret that Donald Trump is mercurial on the subject of Ukraine. He's in again and out again in his attempts to make a deal. He's being played by Putin," Blumenthal said.

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

With Trump stepping away from the peace negotiations, Europe will bear more of the responsibility for supplying Ukraine with weapons and guaranteeing its future security. The continent has rallied around Ukraine since the war began, but European militaries cannot match the ability of the United States to fortify Kyiv. A U.S. withdrawal would likely lead to more Russian gains. It would also provide further evidence of the Trump administration's skepticism toward Europe. Trump has repeatedly feuded with European leaders over issues of trade and defense spending.

Zelensky, who has more aggressively courted Trump after their disastrous Oval Office meeting, admitted this week that he did not know whether the United States would join with European nations in stepping up sanctions against Russia, as the bloc did on Tuesday.

"We need to know who we can count on, and who we can't. A support package from Europe is coming, and it will be a strong one," he told reporters the day before the European Union levied the new penalties against Moscow. "As for the package from the United States--that's a different story."
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'I Have Never Seen Anything Like This'

Photos from a week of destructive tornadoes across the United States

by Alan Taylor

More than 900 tornadoes have already been reported in the U.S. this year, according to the National Weather Service. This past week saw outbreaks in more than a dozen states that damaged or destroyed countless homes and killed at least 42 people.


Debris floats in a pool near a severely damaged house on May 18, 2025, in the community of Sunshine Hills outside of London, Kentucky. A tornado struck Sunshine Hills just after midnight on May 17, 2025. (Michael Swensen / Getty)




An aerial view of destroyed homes left in the path of a tornado, seen in London, Kentucky, on May 18, 2025. (Carolyn Kaster / AP)




James Sexton is overcome by emotions while cleaning up the debris of his house on May 18, 2025, in the community of Sunshine Hills, outside of London, Kentucky. (Michael Swensen / Getty)




A woman carries her wedding dress after finding it among the debris in the Sunshine Hills neighborhood on May 17, 2025. (Seth Herald / Reuters)




Lesly Karen Cornett stands in a doorway in her destroyed house on May 18, 2025, in Sunshine Hills, outside of London, Kentucky. She and her husband took shelter in their bathtub and were fortunate to only receive a few cuts. (Michael Swensen / Getty)




A drone view shows damaged houses after a tornado struck St. Louis, Missouri, on May 17, 2025. (Lawrence Bryant / Reuters)




Residents inspect their home after a tornado completely tore off the back wall of a two-story house in St. Louis, on May 16, 2025. (Lawrence Bryant / Reuters)




"I have never seen anything like this," said Jerikah McCloud, who looks out the destroyed second floor of her family home in the Academy neighborhood of St. Louis on May 17, 2025. (Laurie Skrivan / St. Louis Post-Dispatch / ABACA / Reuters)




Cars are seen flipped over in a neighborhood in Bloomington, Indiana, after a tornado. Several tornadoes hit Greene and Monroe counties in south central Indiana, leaving a path of destruction. (Jeremy Hogan / SOPA Images / Reuters)




The post office in Clear Creek, Indiana, lies in ruins, destroyed by a tornado. (Jeremy Hogan / SOPA Images / Reuters)




A billboard is seen twisted and a car mangled in Bloomington, Indiana. (Jeremy Hogan / SOPA Images / Reuters)




A roof is torn off a home along North Main Street, just south of County DF in Juneau, Wisconsin, on May 16, 2025. Several tornados reportedly touched down in western and central Wisconsin bringing damage to the Dodge County area. (Mike De Sisti / Milwaukee Journal Sentinel / USA Today / Reuters)




Utility workers with Alliant Energy work to restore power in Mayville, Wisconsin, on May 16, 2025. (Mike De Sisti / Milwaukee Journal Sentinel / USA Today / Reuters)




Five-year-old Preston Prescher gives his mother, Holly Prescher (not pictured), a hand with storm-damage cleanup at their home in Juneau, Wisconsin, on May 16, 2025. (Mike De Sisti / Milwaukee Journal Sentinel / USA Today / Reuters)




Lee Katchen surveys the damage from a tornado that destroyed the house, garage, and other structures of his stepfather, Mark Faber, and mother, Vikki Katchen, in Bennett, Colorado, on May 19, 2025. A large tornado struck the property yesterday destroying everything in its path, and his parents lost everything. (Helen H. Richardson / MediaNews Group / The Denver Post / Getty)




Vikki Katchen (left) and her friend Janet Copeland walk past debris from a tornado that destroyed Katchen's house in Bennett, Colorado, on May 19, 2025. (Helen H. Richardson / MediaNews Group / The Denver Post / Getty)




A worker helps board up windows at Joey and Brenda Bermudez's home that was damaged by a tornado in the Elkhorn Ranch neighborhood in Elbert County, Colorado, on May 19, 2025. (RJ Sangosti / MediaNews Group / The Denver Post / Getty)




Debris is seen around and on the trunk of a damaged tree after a tornado hit in London, Kentucky, on May 17, 2025. (Allison Joyce / AFP / Getty)




A small airplane is pulled from the rubble of a destroyed hangar at London-Corbin Airport after an overnight tornado devastated parts of Laurel County and London, Kentucky, on May 17, 2025. (Michael Clevenger / Courier-Journal / USA Today / Reuters)




A U.S. flag is seen on a destroyed car after a tornado hit London, Kentucky, on May 17, 2025. (Allison Joyce / AFP / Getty)




Jeff Davis (left) embraced homeowner Houston Rea, who suffered a total toss of his home, after a tornado tore through the Sublimity neighborhood along Miller Lane in London, Kentucky, on May 18, 2025. (Sam Upshaw Jr. / Courier-Journal / USA Today / Reuters)
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<em>The Atlantic</em> announces Gitesh Gohel as Chief Product Officer

Gohel heads product and design at <em>The Washington Post</em>, and built conversation platform Speakeasy




Gitesh Gohel will join The Atlantic's leadership team as its chief product officer. This is a homecoming of sorts: Gitesh worked with CEO Nicholas Thompson to create the conversation platform Speakeasy, which was acquired by Project Liberty's Amplica Labs in 2024. Gitesh has for the past year been head of product and design at The Washington Post.
 
 Below is Nick's announcement to staff:

Dear all,
 It is a great pleasure to announce that Gitesh Gohel will be joining us as our new chief product officer. Gitesh is currently the head of product and design at The Washington Post. Before that, as many of you know, he held that same role at Narwhal--a project, later renamed as Speakeasy, focused on how to improve conversations on social media--where he learned the joys of the 130 Prince roof deck. He and I worked closely together on that until the company was sold to Amplica Labs.
 Gitesh is an extraordinarily gifted and creative product leader, with a passion for serious journalism, for community, for AI, and for building ambitious products quickly and effectively. He's spent his whole career working on projects that get people to use the tools of the internet to understand each other better. In addition to his work at The Post and Speakeasy, Gitesh helped lead the launch of CNN+ as its senior director of product initiative, and built and led product growth for then start-ups GIPHY, Brigade, and Tumblr.
 He is a longtime New Yorker and will be spending the majority of his time at Prince Street, but he's also gotten quite familiar with Amtrak in his current role and will be heading to Washington frequently. He'll be reporting to me, and I think everyone will enjoy working with him. His first day will be in mid June. Please join me in welcoming Gitesh to The Atlantic.
 Best * Nick


Press Contacts: Anna Bross and Paul Jackson, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com
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Trump's National-Security Disaster

Trump's vandalism of the national-security structure, Signalgate, and a conversation with Susan Rice

by David Frum




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

In this episode of The David Frum Show, David opens with a response to a listener's question about working-class wages, unpacking the economic story lines that have shaped American politics over the past 40 years. In his answer, David challenges the idea that grievance politics are always rooted in material decline.

David is then joined by former Ambassador Susan Rice for a sweeping conversation on the disintegration of national-security processes under Trump. They discuss the implications of "Signalgate," the absence of a full-time national security adviser, and the staggering national-security risks posed by a $400 million jet gifted by Qatar. Rice offers a sobering look at what the breakdown of structure and accountability means for America's alliances, adversaries, and the rule of law.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 7 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest today will be Ambassador Susan Rice. Susan Rice represented the United States at the United Nations during the first Obama administration. She was national security adviser to President Obama, and then director of the Domestic Policy Council under President Joe Biden.

[Music]

Frum: Before my conversation with Ambassador Rice, I want to open the show by doing something a little different. I've often taken questions at the end of the show. This time I'm going to take a question--just one--at the top of the show and try to answer it here because I think this question is so important, such a key in the lock to all of our contemporary debates. It comes from a young viewer named Joe, in Florida, who's a friend of our family's, and he asks, "Given that working-class wages have been in decline for 40 years, especially for men, why would you expect anyone to sympathize with the idea of the American system, with free trade? Why wouldn't they back Donald Trump, given the pressure they're under?"

The reason this question is so important is because it reflects an attitude that many liberal-minded people have, which is: Where you see a grievance, where you see behavior that is self-harming or harmful to others, there has to be some rational cause behind it, some material cause behind it--that when people do something destructive or self-harming, they're acting out some understandable, cognizable grievance they've got that somebody could do something about. And if only we could meet that rational, material basis of their grievance, we could turn things around and put us all on a better path.

That's the idea you hear from many Democratic candidates or would-be candidates for 2028: Let's hear what people are saying and find some way to meet these grievances. And I do not want to dismiss that. A lot of politics is about the rational. But what reactionary and fascist forces have always understood is there's plenty of irrationalism in the human being, and that's a real resource. And sometimes when you have a grievance, it expresses itself in ways that sound like material grievance, but it's really not. So let me take on this point about 40 years of decline, take it apart and see whether a better understanding can put us somewhere.

Now, when people want to make the case that things have been very bad for working-class America, they use certain numbers and not other numbers. Depending on the numbers you use, you get a very different story. And unfortunately, we often choose the story we want and then choose the numbers that fit the story, rather than the other way around. So when people want to make the case that things have been very bad for working-class America for 40 years--which takes us back to 1985--they look at a series called hourly wages for nonsupervisory workers, or even hourly wages for nonsupervisory production workers.

That's manufacturing, people who get a paycheck that is measured by the hour and who answer to some kind of supervisor. And if you look at those numbers, you see they rise basically pretty steeply for the 40 years from 1945 to the early 1980s. Then they flatten out or even go into a little bit of a decline in the 1980s. They jump up a little bit in the 1990s. Then they're hit by the Great Recession, and they go down again and only pick up after about 2015. So that is a story of stagnation, decline, some improvement in the '90s, some improvement in the 2010s, but basically not a very happy or healthy picture from 1985 forward for that kind of worker.

The problem with looking at those numbers is that those numbers describe fewer and fewer people in America. And they describe--even for those people--less and less of those people's lives.

Here's a different number. If you remember that a lot of the way that people get an income in modern America is not just from their job, but also from various kinds of government benefits--the earned-income tax credit, the child support from the government of various kinds--and if you also remember that fewer and fewer of us work as nonsupervisory hourly workers, especially nonsupervisory hourly production workers. If you just look at what happens to American households (now, households can be as few as one person)--that is, Americans who live in some independent domicile of some kind, whether it's one person, a single worker, whether it's two people, whether it's a whole family; any one of those things can be a household--what you see is that in 1985, the median American household (that is, we're not averaging in Bill Gates; we're just taking the American in the middle) that household made about $60,000 present-day dollars, and 40 years later, in 2025, that household made about $80,000. And it wasn't all from work. Some of it was from government benefits.

But clearly, a big jump from $60,000 to $80,000. Now, it's not as steep a jump as they made from 1945 to 1985. If you look at the 40 years immediately after World War II, the median did better than it did in the 40 years after World War II, from 1985 to the present. But I'm not sure you can really rationally compare those things. Remember, if you were starting in 1945, you're missing that that same person or family or group had the experience of World War II and the depression. There had been a lot of bad times before then, and there's a big catch-up that happened in the 40 years after 1945.

There's also something else that was different in the 40 years after 1945. In 1945, about 17 percent of Americans still lived on the farm. You get big gains in efficiency when you move people from farms to cities. America did it in the '50s. Many European countries did it in the '50s and '60s. The Chinese, of course, have done it since 1990. And you get a big surge in productivity. You get a big surge in household wealth. But, of course, you can only do it once. It's not a commute. You move from farm to city. That's it. You're in the city. You're not going back to the farm. And further moves into the city--when you move from factory to office--you don't get the same bump that you get when you move from factory to farm.

So the idea that '45 to '85 was the norm, and '85 to 2025 has been some kind of sad falling off, mistakes a lot of what happened in 1945. And also, it overlooks: Yeah, it's good to be going up, but you need to remember, America in 1945 was quite a poor place by today's standards, and even in 1985, it was not as affluent a country as it is now. In 1945, about a third of American households lacked indoor plumbing. In 1985, only about 70 percent of American households had air conditioning, whereas now, virtually everybody does.

So when you're making those first steps, it's easier. The technology of indoor plumbing exists. You move people from farm to city--they get the indoor plumbing; they get a big jump in their standard of living. It's a little harder once they're already in the cities.

So Problem 1 is what we're measuring. If we look at all forms of income and not just the wages of a particular group of people, you see a bigger rise in incomes. And if you understand that something special happened between '45 and '85 that probably couldn't have been reproduced between '85 and 2025, no matter what, maybe you feel a little less angry about it.

But the second thing, when we're trying honestly to evaluate how Americans are doing, you have to ask the question, What does your money buy? In a modern technological society, a lot of your improvements in standard of living show up not as increases in wages but as improvements in the quality of the products you get--in other words, as a decline of prices. So 2025, 1985--we both have cars, but the 1985 car is likely to kill you in circumstances where the 2025 car will keep you alive. They're the same object. They may cost the same amount of money. But the car that doesn't kill you is clearly a huge improvement over the car that does.

In the same way, there were color TVs in 1985, but they were not flat. You couldn't put them in every room of your house. And they showed many, many fewer different kinds of programs. That while we can do a kind of food basket, we should remember that in 2025, more fresh fruits and vegetables are available to more people in more months of the year than were the case in 1985. In 1985, for most people, vegetables meant canned or frozen. In 2025, vegetables, for a lot of people in a lot of places a lot of the year, can mean fresh, and that's a big improvement in quality. It's a little hard to capture with a price signal, but that really is meaningful.

In the same way, how do we measure the improvement in well-being that comes when you want to write a letter to a friend or loved one, [and] you no longer have to handwrite it or type it, fold it, put it in an envelope, put a stamp on it, walk into the post office, and drop it in a box, but you can hit send instantly on a text message or some other instantaneous form of communication. In 1985, there are no mobile phones. We were only five years away from paying a lot of money for long distance. So incomes went up more than the sad story tells us. What those incomes can buy has improved dramatically.

There's one other thing that we really lose sight of here, which is: When we use these averages and say, The average American was this in 2025, and the average American was that in 1985, we need to remember, we're not talking about a stable population of people. In 1985, there were about 107 million Americans in the workforce. In 2025, there were 170--107 to 170 million in the workforce, bigger workforce. But almost all of that growth--not quite all, but almost all of that growth--is the product of immigration. Almost all the growth in the American workforce over the past 40 years has been either immigrants themselves or the children of immigrants.

Now, it's a very contentious question. I'm not going to discuss here all the merits of the immigration question, all the costs, all the benefits. But very clearly, immigration is a benefit to the immigrant themselves, and it's a benefit in almost all cases to the children of the immigrant.

When I say the average American had this in 1985, and the average American had that in 2025, and then I focus specifically on one household, which is the household of immigrants and their children, should I be comparing them to the Americans of 1985? Or should I be comparing them to what was their choice, their lot in life? Which is: If they hadn't moved to the United States and maybe made the aggregate statistics a little worse, they'd be living in Mexico or Guatemala or the Philippines or wherever the family came from.

And maybe you should compare them not to what they have in 2025, not to what other Americans had in 1985, but to what people back in the Philippines or Mexico or Guatemala had in 1985, and then they look dramatically better off. And we can say, Okay, if this family of immigrants who are the cause of the growth of the workforce is so much better off, and if also all the people whose parents and grandparents are already here, if they're better off because their wages have gone up and because their money buys more, and if what we're measuring here is an impact on the aggregate statistics caused by the inflow of a lot of immigrants--whatever you think about immigration, it's kind of strange to describe this as people becoming materially worse off.

And a lot of the situation that my friend Joe describes is kind of a statistical illusion. If you could spend 10 minutes back in 1985--I promise you, I was there--I promise you, you'd be shocked. You'd be shocked by all the things, all the conveniences, all the luxuries you take for granted. You'd be surprised at how much better the food is, how much cleaner the air is, how much less acidic the lakes are. In every way, you are so much better off. But it's often hard to capture. And statistics often give us a false image of reality that is used by people who want to sell a case, but not to actually tell you what really happened.

And the reason why this is also misleading and dangerous is two points. The first is: Again, it makes our problems look too easy. It makes it seem like, well, if only we could find out what was--we could solve deindustrialization or meet whatever economic grievance that we hear cited as a cause of the Trump vote, we could make the Trump problem go away.

But then we're faced with things like the fact that Trumpism exists in every country, in every place, regardless of that country's particular economic history. There are Trump-like movements in Germany and France. There are Trump-like movements in South Korea. This seems to be something going on in the modern world and has some deeper causes--in sexuality, in mass culture, and just the resistance of the human mind to orderly, liberal progress. There's parts of it that people just don't find that very satisfying, don't find it very exciting. They want more. Also, ordinary liberal progress, while it may meet our demand for prosperity, it may not meet our demand for status, and it may not meet our demand to subordinate others whose status we think needs to be lower, as well as to make ours higher. So I worry it disarms us in the face of a real challenge.

The second thing is: It also empowers some people who have agendas of their own, of a kind that aren't helpful either. There are a lot of people on the left wing of the Democratic Party for whom Trump was a kind of godsend. They have long wanted to do a kind of more economic, planned economy. They wanted to do more protectionism. And Trump then became a justification. And the text to read on this is a speech given by former National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan in 2018. Great respect for Jake Sullivan; this is not any kind of personal criticism of him.

But he gave a speech called, if I remember right, "a foreign policy for the middle class" that cited Trump's success as a reason that the United States needed to have a much more planned economy and a much more protectionist economy. And indeed, if President Trump was the most protectionist president since World War II, President Biden was the second-most. Biden did not repeal very many of the Trump tariffs that were imposed in the first Trump term, and he didn't reopen the Trans-Pacific Partnership that was the real answer to the problem of how we integrate China peacefully into the world trading system.

Biden, in many ways, was quite continuous with Trump on trade, and he was because there are people in the Democratic Party who wanted to be, and because they used a misreading of what the Trump experience was as a justification for things they wanted to do anyway. And the result was that we got some disappointing results during the Biden years.

Trade is a convenient target for a lot of people, and there are a lot of statistical papers. There's a paper by a man named Autor, A-U-T-O-R, called "The China Shock"--I think it's by group; Autor's not the only author--that shows that areas in the United States that were exposed to a lot of trade competition from China did worse than areas that were not. They didn't say those areas got poor. They just said if you compare an area that was hard hit by Chinese imports to an area that wasn't, the area that wasn't grew faster than the area that was. But they don't prove whether that area that was hard hit shrank or whether it just grew more slowly. There's a lot of gaps there.

The paper is used to prove many things beyond what it actually proves, even assuming it's accurate. And it's not trade that explains the many other problems in American life. It's not trade that explains why Americans find it harder to get married. People in every country--every developed country--find it harder to get married. It's not trade that explains why we see more gun violence, more substance abuse. Those things seem to have deeper causes. But trade is something we do with foreigners. And if you're trying to come up with an explanation of the problems of American life that leave Americans out of it--that don't call on anybody in America to do anything different from what they've done before--trade allows you to say, It's the foreigners that are to blame. It's an easy way to think. It's an attractive way to think. But it's not a helpful way to think.

I don't want to gainsay everything in the argument I've just made here. I mean, obviously, working-class wages have been under pressure, and they may be under more pressure in the future as artificial intelligence and robotics advance. But if you think about what we could practically do for people under the situation, I would say, You know what they need first and foremost? Universal health insurance. That's got nothing to do with trade.

And you can be a protectionist society, as the United States now is, thanks to Donald Trump and Joe Biden before, and not have universal health insurance. And you can be a free-trade society, like Denmark, and have universal health insurance. That's maybe the first thing that people would want if they were thinking, How do we make the life of a person at the average in American life better, especially for their children? But it's an appealing answer, and it's got a lot of interest groups lined up in it.

But I think what we need to do as we confront Trump is confront the irrational. It exists in ourselves, as well as in other people. I'm not just making a finger-pointing exercise. Confront the irrational. We respond to violence. We respond to hate. We respond to intimidation. We respond to the desire to make ourselves more by making other people less. It's not nice to think about those things, but the fact that they're not nice doesn't make them less powerful.

Trump is a successor to many dark movements in the human past that have occurred when trade was going up, when trade was going down, when industry was booming, when industry was shrinking. Prosperity makes everything easier. But prosperity does not make the irrational go away. So while we should certainly work for prosperity, and while we should certainly think very hard about how we improve the condition of the median American, the American at the center--after all, it's a democracy; we're running the whole country for that person--they are the judge and jury and how we're doing. And if they're not happy, well, they're the ultimate boss.

But we shouldn't be pulled into false arguments against international trade, and we shouldn't believe a false story about the promise of America and accept the idea that there was some magical time when America was great, and now we have, sadly, fallen off. In every way you can measure, America is a better place today than it was 40 years ago. And if it isn't as much better as we would like, well, the future is open. We can do more to make it better, faster for more people. But it is better. It was better. You have to believe in your country, and you have to not give an inch to those who defame the country in order to maximize their own power and their own cruelty.

Now my conversation with Ambassador Susan Rice. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: I'm delighted and honored to be joined today by Ambassador Susan Rice, a name that is famous in the United States and around the world. For deeper perspective, I strongly recommend her autobiography, Tough Love, which describes a multigenerational family commitment to ardent love of learning and public service. There's a personal connection that the ambassador and I have that I won't go into here, but that she describes, very movingly, in the book.

She was educated at Stanford, then as a Rhodes Scholar at Oxford University, after which she began a meteoric ascent through the American national-security system, serving first President [Bill] Clinton and then President [Barack] Obama, rising to be ambassador to the UN National Security Council, national security adviser, and then under President Biden, switching to the domestic-policy shop, where she ran his domestic-policy council.

So, Ambassador Rice, thank you so, so much for joining us.

I want to start by mentioning that as you and I speak, the United States doesn't have a national security adviser. So how big a gap is that, and what can we learn from this crazy Signal scandal that means that the national security adviser's out, and the secretary of defense is very likely on his way out?

Susan Rice: Well, David, it's great to be with you, and congratulations on the show.

You know, we have Marco Rubio playing four simultaneous roles: secretary of state, national security adviser, administrator of the U.S. Agency for International Development--what's left of it, which is very little--and as the acting national archivist.

Having had at least one of those jobs, the job of national security adviser, I can tell you it is a 24/7, relentless, incredibly intense job, done correctly. Your role is not only to brief and advise the president but, very importantly, to manage the National Security Council staff of over 300 professionals and to coordinate the Cabinet-level national-security Principals Committee, which should be carefully assessing and exploring the most significant national-security challenges of the day, weighing options, making recommendations to the president, and ensuring that the decisions that the president makes are being implemented.

No human, however competent--let alone Marco Rubio, who's barely been in the role of secretary of state for four months--can do all of those jobs, or even two of those jobs, effectively. So when you say there's no national security adviser, what you're saying is that this is a job that is a more-than-full-time job being done, if at all, on a very part-time basis.

I can't imagine what that must be like for the national-security staffers, those that are left, that are true professionals who come from the various agencies and are working very hard on behalf of the American people to have no leader. [It's] not clear if the deputy national security adviser is there for long and if so, what role he's playing. I don't know if Marco Rubio is sitting in the White House or at the State Department or in the National Archives or wherever, but he's got a big job, and he's got now four big jobs, and for a president who doesn't like process and doesn't like the rigor that national-security decision making is typically conducted with.

Frum: Well, when I said we don't have the national security adviser, yes, as you say, Rubio has the title, as he has the title of national archivist, but those jobs are not being done. They are, in fact, for all practical purposes vacant. I've sometimes had the opportunity to interview national security advisers and secretaries of state, and one of the questions I always ask them, or I try to, is, How do you spend your time? 

And there's a huge difference, because at 300 people at the National Security Council staff, that's a significant number of people, but it's not a major bureaucracy the way the Department of State is. The secretary of state has to worry about personnel matters in a way that a national security adviser does less. The national security adviser is the first point of contact for every national emergency the United States faces. The secretary of state should be taking somewhat longer views, doing some planning work, as well as responding to emergencies. They're very different, and as you say, Henry Kissinger tried it, but that was more an act of bureaucratic imperialism.

Rice: And at a time when things were much less demanding and complex. And by the way, he failed at it. (Laughs.) So now we'll see how Marco Rubio does.

The other thing, David, to mention about the difference between the jobs is, you know, the secretary of state is supposed to travel and do a great deal of personal diplomacy all over the world. You cannot do that effectively and man the fort at the White House, where the national security adviser's job is really properly a more inward-facing role.

Frum: Especially if, as so often happens, different parts of the foreign-policy apparatus are in disagreement: So State says one thing. Defense says something else. Other agencies say a third thing. The national security adviser is supposed to help the president broker those disputes by saying, I'm here to represent the president and no agency. And if you're there representing an agency, too, how does any decision get made?

Rice: That's part of the challenge. The national security adviser is meant to be an honest broker. He or she ultimately gets to make a recommendation to the president as to the appropriate course, but taking into account--and fairly and accurately without spin--representing the views of the other national-security Cabinet members. So there's a conflict of interest inherent in those two roles being occupied by one individual.

Frum: I want to ask you about the scandal that may have laid low Mike Waltz, although there may be other reasons. There was this very strange person. Laura--what was her name? Loomer?

Rice: Laura Loomer.

Frum: She has some unusual kind of influence or hold on the president, and she recommended that he get rid of a lot of people in the national-security apparatus. Maybe that's part of what's going on. There may be some fight over Iran policy. That may be what's going on. Trump may have remembered that Mike Waltz had a previous history as a congressman, where he was not as infatuated with Donald Trump as Donald Trump would wish him to be. There may be many other issues.

But how do you read the Signalgate scandal? It's often true that senior national-security people don't use the means that they're supposed to use. They're just too inconvenient. It's not just Hillary Clinton. Colin Powell, many others have sought shortcuts or some more convenient method of communication. How do you understand what happened and how serious it was?

Rice: I think, David, it's extremely serious. This wasn't a case of somebody sending an email point to point or using texts for scheduling. This was a case where the most sophisticated and complicated deliberations among the national-security team did not take place in places they should have: in the White House Situation Room around a table for several hours, probably on multiple occasions, to weigh the question of whether, how, when, and with what preparation the United States was going to launch attacks on the Houthi militants in Yemen.

This is one of the most important kinds of decisions that the national-security principals make, or they make a recommendation to the president after a lot of assessment and analysis. And these guys did it, you know, with emojis and shorthand on Signal. So the first problem, before you get to how they communicated, is the extent to which they communicated and deliberated, which was de minimis. And the question of the use of force and putting American men and women in uniform in harm's way is one of the most significant types of decisions that gets made, and it deserves thoughtful and thorough consideration. That didn't happen.

Secondly, you're using a commercial application, Signal, which is not encrypted to the same degree that classified U.S. government systems are. And they were inherently discussing classified information. Whether and when to engage in military operations is, by definition, classified. The details--the operational details--that Pete Hegseth put into the chat were extraordinarily sensitive and highly classified. Then you had J. D. Vance weighing in on even the question of whether there should be such military strikes. And frankly, that's the discussion that should be happening around the Situation Room table.

The reason it's so dangerous is not only that they give scant and superficial consideration to such important issues, but it's because we know that our most sophisticated adversaries--and indeed, some of our allies--can hack into personal phones and into Signal and learn in advance what we are planning. And if the Chinese had done that, or the Russians, and handed it off to the Houthis or to the Iranians to give to the Houthis, or if the Iranians had done it--they have highly sophisticated capabilities--that could have meant that our operational security was compromised and that our pilots and others engaged in the operations were at direct risk.

It was incredibly reckless and incredibly dangerous behavior. And they seemed to do it, David, as a matter of course. I mean, now we're learning that there are multiple regular Signal chats between and among the national-security principals. The last photograph that a journalist captured of Mike Waltz's phone right before he was fired showed that he was sitting in the Cabinet room, in a Cabinet meeting--where, by the way, you're not supposed to have your phones; you're supposed to leave them outside in a secure container--using Signal to communicate with the vice president and other senior officials, Tulsi Gabbard. I mean, it's ridiculous.

Frum: You know, as we talk about this, I'm very conscious that a lot of people will say, Signalgate, that that was when, like, Louis XIV ruled France, or maybe Pontius Pilate was in charge of Judea.

Rice: (Laughs.)

Frum: That was a long, long--that was, like, 18 scandals back.

Rice: (Laughs.) How many Scaramuccis?

Frum: Right now, the new scandal is the Emirate of Qatar has offered the president of the United States his own personal jet to take away with him after he leaves office. One of the trademark--I don't know whether it's a strength or a weakness or both--features of this Trump administration has been, you pile scandal on top of scandal on top of scandal, and no one can keep track of them. And it does seem like if you're going to do one bad thing, you might as well do a hundred, because the average survival rate seems to go up.

I ask you this because you were at the center, or you were sort of caught up in a decade ago, scandal politics--in retrospect, a kind of contrived-looking scandal--but looking back on that and comparing it to Trump 1 and Trump 2, do you think there are things that this administration knows about scandal politics that other administrations have not known?

Rice: Well, that's a great question, David. I mean, I think first of all, the Trump administration--Trump 1, but in particular, Trump 2--just doesn't give a goddamn about what they say or what they do. Trump 1 was characterized by nonstop lying. That is certainly the case in Trump 2, but combined with a sense of impunity and complete lack of accountability to the American people, to the truth, to the Constitution, to anything.

And so they lie and gaslight on a daily basis. And it's so extreme that I think the media has a difficult time keeping up, though credit to the many that are trying. The opposition--the Democrats--can't make a storyline stick. Signalgate should be as big a national-security scandal as any we've seen in decades. It is that bad. And it's been in multiple iterations. Now Pete Hegseth, we've learned, shared the same operational details on a Signal chat with his family members, which is ridiculous. They have no need to know.

And it goes on and on, and yet they flood the zone with so much crap on a daily basis--so many lies, so much obfuscation, so much gaslighting--that their BS just overwhelms people's capacity to absorb it. And obviously, they know that, and that's part of their, as you suggest, their modus operandi.

Frum: I have a private theory that I developed during the first Trump campaign, back in 2016. I remember seeing a poll at the time that asked Americans what they thought of the two candidates: Hillary Clinton and President Trump--or Donald Trump, as he then was. And this was not a good poll for Donald Trump. Hillary Clinton beat him--she's more intelligent, more knowledgeable, cares about people like you. She won in every single category that the poll asked. I forget every question, but these were the important questions that you would want in a leader of the nation.

But there was one category where Donald Trump beat Hillary Clinton, and that was honesty. You think, like, Well, that's weird because he lies all the time. And I thought about this a lot, and I realized that, of course, politicians have a way of speaking that sounds dishonest. The question is, Did you eat the last piece of pie? And the politician who ate the last piece of pie doesn't want to say yes, because they might get in trouble. Doesn't want to say no, because that's an outright lie. So they haver, they equivocate, they temporize, they put things in context, and they talk like a politician. They equivocate. You know, that we have to put pie eating into a larger context, that certainly, among those in the vicinity--I was one of those in the vicinity of the refrigerator at the time that the pie was eaten, but I do not have direct personal knowledge of exactly the consumption pattern. Donald Trump would just look you in the eye and say, Nope, I didn't, when he did. And because--

Rice: Or he'd say, No, I didn't eat the pie. You ate the pie. 

Frum: You ate the pie. And so because he will flatly lie, he doesn't equivocate. He doesn't temporize. He doesn't haver. He just flat out lies. If you don't know the facts or if you're ready to believe him, he sounds honest. Whereas the person tiptoeing around the question, Did you eat the last piece of pie? they sound like a crook.

Rice: I think there's something to that, David. I do. But, you know, I think the broader point is that this Trump administration has no interest in, no pretense of, no commitment to doing anything that doesn't suit their interests at the time, whether legal, illegal, truthful, untruthful, moral, immoral.

And you started this discussion with something that I think really deserves careful scrutiny and outrage: The notion that a president of the United States would accept a $400 million 747 from a foreign government--any foreign government, much less the Qataris, whose loyalties and interests only occasionally, to put it kindly, align with ours--is truly outrageous.

And it's not just the corruption this represents, which is massive and mind-boggling. It's the national-security consequences. Air Force One is a flying, secure environment. It is as secure and classified as the White House Situation Room. If a foreign government has built or overseen the production of an aircraft and then hands it off to the United States, the first thing is we have no idea of knowing what kinds of listening or other devices they've put in it.

Secondly, to accept a gift of that sort and then to keep it for your personal benefit after you leave office is giving a foreign government a huge amount of influence over the president of the United States and the United States of America, and leaves us susceptible not just to all forms of espionage that the Qataris could potentially conduct, but leaves us vulnerable to exploitation by the Qataris or those acting in concert with the Qataris. And Qatar is close to Hamas. Qatar has got a sort of funky relationship with Iran.

It just blows the mind that we would put ourselves in that kind of vulnerable posture vis-a-vis the Qataris, much less any other foreign government. And the fact that, you know, yeah, there's outrage, but Republicans are like, There's nothing to see here. No problem. Trump says, You're stupid to turn down any gift. We have laws, and the Constitution itself is black-and-white clear that the president of the United States cannot, without Congress's approval, accept a gift of any significance from a foreign government.

Frum: Yeah, it's not only that this is clearly illegal, whatever Pam Bondi may say--who was herself a foreign agent for the Qataris. It's clearly illegal. It's also, if you go back and read The Federalist Papers, the receiving of a large gift from a foreign potentate is their definition, their paradigmatic example, of what counts as an impeachable offense. This is the one thing that they are most frightened that the president will do--take payoffs from foreign rulers, especially foreign monarchs.

And the idea that--it's like birthright citizenship that Trump also denies. There are a lot of things in the Constitution that are murky. What process is due? Well, argue. You know, we'll never settle that question. Your Fifth Amendment: You're not to have property taken without just compensation. What's just compensation? We can argue about that.

But if you're born on American soil, are you a citizen unless you're the child of a diplomat? Yes. Clearly, no question about that. And can the president take a present from a foreign king? No. How is this question even on the president's desk? This would normally be something, you would think, that the ambassador to Qatar would say, Your highness, what a wonderful, magnificent gesture. But all things considered, if you just would get one of those beautiful cards, send the president a handmade card saying how much you like him. He'll like that a lot more than this jet, which, of course, you understand, he cannot even consider accepting.

Rice: It's just insane. And it's indicative of what you were describing, which is a "flood the zone with crap" strategy that overwhelms the public, the media, the courts, everything. But this is blatantly illegal, blatantly unconstitutional, and a supreme act of unprecedented corruption.

Frum: Can you take us on a little tour in putting on your national security adviser cap from a while ago? Take us on a little tour of how much damage has been done to America's alliances, to its position in the world, to the respect in which adversaries hold it over the past few months of extraordinary, unprecedented activity. Just--we can't do everything, but what in your mind are the things that people most need to know, but what is different today than was the case in the fall of 2024?

Rice: Well, David, so much damage has been done, and it's very hard to see how it's reparable in any reasonable length of time, even with a new president and a new administration. The most important thing that's been lost is the trust of our allies in American commitments, in America's loyalty and solidarity with our allies, and the ability to believe that we will do what we say.

And when you lose that trust, particularly among your allies, you can't get that back. When you think about Canada--a country you know well, I know well--Canada has shared with the United States the longest peaceful border in the world. We are democracies that share values and history. Canada has fought and died alongside the United States in war after war after war, from the Second World War to Vietnam to Afghanistan. They have bled and died with us. And like our other NATO allies, the only time that our Article 5 mutual-defense commitment that we make among the NATO allies has ever been invoked, as you know, was after 9/11, when the allies came to our defense and served with us for years and years and years in Afghanistan to try to defeat al-Qaeda and their Taliban hosts.

So we also have the largest bilateral trade relationship in the world, which serves both countries enormously well. And Donald Trump woke up one morning and decided arbitrarily to cripple the Canadian economy--Mexican too, to the extent he can, and Europe--through completely arbitrary tariffs that do very little for us, do a lot of harm for Canada, and weaken our supply-chain connectivity as we should be working together to deal with countries that pose a real threat in certain strategic sectors, like China. Instead, Trump imposes tariffs designed to bring the Canadian economy to its knees and speaks repeatedly in terms of turning Canada into the 51st state, which, as you know and I hope all the listeners know, is not only never going to happen but is incredibly offensive to every Canadian, and has done more to unite Canada--Anglophone, Francophone, First Nations--than anything in a long time.

So it's really--it's horribly damaging. And I talk to Canadian friends. I'm sure you talk to friends and family. And they're pissed off, and they don't understand why their good friend and best friend would do this to them. And it's not just about Trump. I mean, they're just pissed off at the United States broadly. They're not traveling here in the way they used to. They're not buying American products the way they used to. And this is not going to go away just because they've elected Mark Carney, and he's determined to stand up for Canada's interest. This is long-term damage, as I'm sure you would agree.

Frum: Let me ask you about adversaries, because among Trump supporters is a view that because Trump is so crude, so obnoxious, so overbearing, so insulting, he must impress the Chinese--no end. They must look at him and say, There is one rough, tough guy whom we better not fool around with, and, you know, Obama was so polite, and George W. Bush was so affable, we don't respect them. But we can respect this guy, and that the world now fears to cross Donald Trump. What is your assessment of what the adversaries think?

Rice: China's laughing, okay? China plays a long game. They understand that in a trade war with the United States, in many ways they have the upper hand. Why? In large part because they're not a democracy. And they can withstand economic pain, blame it on the United States, and their people will eat it. That's not going to work here in the United States. And plus, China is looking at the damage that we are doing to economies around Asia and seeing an opportunity for them to fill a vacuum in a bilateral trade relationship that we've left.

Moreover, China played Trump's game with him, and he said--Trump said--We're going to tariff you this amount. And China said, Okay, I'll call you and raise you. And they went back and forth until it got to a crazy level. But the Chinese are not backing down, and the Chinese, moreover, are saying, Beyond the trade realm, we've got a whole bunch of non-trade things we can do to make your life miserable, Donald Trump. And that's when they went after rare earths and a whole bunch of other important products, commodities, that we depend on that China only can provide.

So they go to the negotiating table. You can see the Trump administration sweating as the impacts on prices and supply chains and small businesses and the stock market begin to mount, with inflation looking to increase substantially. So they create a pretext and go to the negotiating table with the Chinese. And basically, without getting any concessions that are in the realm of what Trump suggested he wanted when he started this trade war--whether it be on fentanyl or whether it be on manufacturing or anything else--they've negotiated a face-saving climbdown for 90 days. It basically takes us back to the status quo ante. We got nothing for all this disruption. So the Chinese understand that Trump's not a tough guy. Trump is somebody who is a bully, and bullies understand other bullies, and they back down when people stand up to them. That's the message I believe the Chinese have taken away.

The Russians--you want to talk about adversaries--a completely different story. Guess how much tariffs Trump imposed on Russia? Zero. Why? Why? Russia is playing Trump in a very different way on Ukraine, on many other things, but they understand that, for whatever reason, Trump bows down to Putin, tiptoes around him, and sells out our allies and Ukraine and anybody else to benefit Putin.

Frum: Well, this is where I wanted to build to as our second-to-last question. Can Ukraine survive Trump? Can it stay on the battlefield, or is he going to break it and betray it in a way that all the Ukrainian patriotism and courage and sacrifice will not be able to overcome?

Rice: Well, it's an interesting question because if Trump were to decide that he's cutting off intelligence support on a sustained basis, cutting off military assistance, doing nothing with the frozen assets, leaving Ukraine to the mercy of the Russians and what the Europeans can do without us, I think it's bleak for Ukraine. Not impossible, but bleak. And the degree to which the Europeans--who already, as you know, have contributed more to Ukraine in dollar terms, militarily and economically, than the United States--but if they step up even more, can that suffice? I think [it's] tough to be confident in that.

So, you know, I think that the real question is: Will Putin overplay his hand? And he's obviously holding out for not only the great deal that the Trump administration unilaterally proposed to him--which would require the Ukrainians to give up vast quantities of their territory more than the Russians currently occupy; foreign recognition of Crimea as Russian, which is insane; not to mention, no NATO membership and no U.S. security guarantees. That's a ridiculously favorable set of terms for Putin, and he's sitting back there saying it's not enough. And if at some point, the Trump administration determines that Putin's humiliation of Donald Trump is untenable, then maybe that changes the Trump calculus and Ukraine has a bit more of a lifeline.

Frum: Presidents build policy systems around their own personal natures. President Franklin Roosevelt liked creative chaos. President Eisenhower liked orderly, tidy systems. Some presidents like to see arguments battled out in front of them. Some presidents want the battle to happen before the president is in the room and wants to have a consensus among the advisers. Some people want the discussion, want to hear all the reasons behind the conclusion. Some people just say, Cut to the chase. Tell me what you all think. 

And you've dealt with different presidents who have their own different styles, and I'm sure you have opinions about which work better, and of course, in the end, it has to work for the particular person. But imagine the Trump administration as kind of a silhouette. Take the president out of the picture. Look at the reactions of the people around, of the way you would as a senior staffer and say, If you just knew about the process he's got, the process that has grown up around him, what would you say about this presidency, based on your observation from domestic- and national-security councils?

Rice: Well, David, obviously I'm not in the White House, and it's not always easy from the outside to make these kinds of judgments. But it really appears to me that 99 percent of the time there is no process.

The process is, as you hear many of the Cabinet officials and those closest to the president say all the time, Donald Trump will decide this. So it seems like everything, small and large--even though sometimes when convenient, he denies any knowledge of issues--is a Trump decision. And it's not clear that anything like the structure or the rigor that you would find in normal administrations exists in this context.

Do people write him memos? Does he make decisions on paper, as is the custom and the Presidential Records Act anticipates and requires? Do people sit around the table in the White House Situation Room and discuss and debate options and make recommendations to the president? Does a president ever chair the National Security Council principals, or does he simply make his own decisions? It's been recently reported, David, that the president of the United States, who's been in office well over a hundred days now, has only received the presidential daily briefing--the most important, highly classified daily intelligence briefing--some 12 times, some 12 days of his hundred-plus days in office.

What is he doing if he is not reading the PDB? And I hate to say this--you could say it about the airplane; you could say it about Signalgate; you could say it about so many different things--but if any other president had refused or opted not to receive the presidential daily briefing from the intelligence community on a regular basis, it would be a huge, huge scandal with massive investigations in Congress and huge speculation that the president is not playing with a full deck. That's a key part of the job. So there is no process, as far as I can tell.

Frum: For those who've never seen one, can you just give some indication of what's the difference between the presidential daily brief and, say, the morning news on FOX TV? Which is better?

Rice: (Laughs.) I don't watch Fox morning news, so just to be clear, although I've seen snippets of it.

Frum: What kinds of things does he not know if he's not listening or reading to the brief?

Rice: What he does not know is what our intelligence community has been able to collect and analyze and assess through all the various means that we have of intelligence collection and provide to the president that information and analysis that he would otherwise not have. I don't want to get into any level of description of what is in a PDB, but trust me--it's very different from Fox News. It's different from The New York Times and from even The Economist, because we have sources and methods of collection and analysis that far exceed what is often available through what we call "open sources."

Frum: You can see administrations develop trajectories. You can see at the beginning, often, where it's going and where, if it goes wrong, how it might go wrong. If you look ahead just to the end of 2025, what are the dangers that you see that we seem to be navigating toward rather than away from?

Rice: Well, I mean, there are many dangers, as we've discussed, of process, of care with the most sensitive information that is available. We've talked about allies and adversaries--adversaries taking advantage of us, allies losing trust in us. All of that, obviously, matters enormously. The lack of truthfulness--trustworthiness, whether domestically or internationally--the gaslighting.

But I am also extremely worried that the president and those around him are so dismissive of any degree of law or accountability, even to the Constitution, that we could soon potentially see them outright, blatantly, and unapologetically defying court orders, including orders from the Supreme Court. And this blatantly illegal threat to suspend habeas corpus and, perhaps with it, implement some version of martial law based on a completely false pretext is something that I think is not far-fetched. I wish it were, and one we have to be very, very vigilant about.

Frum: They've built bureaucracies that are getting in the habit of breaking the law, and when you build a weapon, the weapon tends to go off.

Rice: Well, look--that would be a nuclear weapon going off in the heart of our constitutional republic. And whether you voted for Donald Trump or not, whether you support Donald Trump or not, poll after poll shows that Americans want and expect their president to adhere to court orders, to respect the Constitution and the rule of law. And all of us, regardless of party affiliation, regardless of how we voted, have an obligation to insist and demand that the president and his administration abide by the rule of law in the Constitution, and when they don't, that they pay for it in the way that we hold our leaders accountable, which is at the ballot box and in the court of public opinion.

Frum: Ambassador Rice, thank you so much for your time.

Rice: Thank you, David.

[Music]

Frum: I'm so grateful to Ambassador Susan Rice for joining me today. Thank you, too, for joining. I hope you'll share the program with your friends, subscribe to it, or share it on whatever platform you follow us on. And I hope you'll consider subscribing to The Atlantic. That's what you can do immediately to support the work of this program and so much other content that you get from The Atlantic.

Please subscribe. Please follow us. Please share the content. Thank you for joining. I'll 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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The Egregious Reinstatement of Pete Rose

To believe that pressure from Donald Trump had nothing to do with Major League Baseball's decision would require ignoring some awfully big coincidences.

by Jemele Hill




When President Donald Trump applies pressure, he very often gets what he wants--and even Major League Baseball isn't immune.

Trump has publicly called for Pete Rose to be in the Hall of Fame for years, most vocally in the past few months. Last week, MLB Commissioner Rob Manfred announced that he is lifting Rose's lifetime ban from baseball for gambling on the game, making Rose eligible for the Hall for the first time.

As recently as 2015, Manfred had denied Rose's request for reinstatement. What changed in the meantime? In a letter to the lawyer representing Rose's family, Manfred claimed that Rose's death in September--and no other factor--is what prompted him to reverse course: "In my view, the only salient fact that has changed since that decision is that Mr. Rose has recently passed away."

Jemele Hill: Trump has a funny way of protecting women's sports

But to believe that pressure from Trump had nothing to do with Manfred's decision would require ignoring some awfully big coincidences. Shortly after Rose's death last fall, Trump posted on X: "The GREAT Pete Rose just died. He was one of the most magnificent baseball players ever to play the game. He paid the price! Major League Baseball should have allowed him into the Hall of Fame many years ago. Do it now, before his funeral!" In February, Trump announced that he was going to give Rose a full pardon. (Rose spent five months in federal prison in the early 1990s for tax evasion.) Then, last month, Manfred had a meeting with Trump, during which the conversation turned to Rose. Manfred announced after the meeting that he would be ruling on a request to end Rose's ban. Meanwhile, Congress has been holding hearings into whether the major sports leagues, including MLB, are abusing their antitrust exemption in making streaming games too expensive and inconvenient. (The commissioner's office didn't reply to a request for comment.)

Technically, MLB didn't reinstate only Rose. Instead, Manfred implemented a new policy under which players who were banned for life become eligible for the Hall of Fame after dying. Fifteen other players were reinstated posthumously, but it's Rose's reinstatement that sends the most damning message. His pure baseball case to be in the Hall of Fame is, of course, clear-cut. Rose remains the all-time leader in hits, games played, at-bats, and singles. He won three World Series rings, twice as a member of the Cincinnati Reds and once with the Philadelphia Phillies.

But Rose violated the rule in baseball--and really all sports--that is considered the most sacrosanct: He gambled on the game. Though Rose swore he bet on baseball only when he was the manager of the Cincinnati Reds, and never as a player, an ESPN investigation eventually revealed that Rose did indeed bet on baseball while he was still playing.

That's the other thing about Rose: He lied. Repeatedly. His reinstatement would be much easier to accept, even to celebrate as an example of forgiveness, if Rose hadn't kept up the charade that he was innocent for well over a decade. Not until Rose had a book to sell did he finally admit to disrespecting the game.

Manfred's logic in reinstating Rose is that because Rose is no longer alive, he poses no threat to the sport. "In my view, once an individual has passed away, the purposes of Rule 21 have been served," Manfred wrote in the letter to the Rose family's attorney, referring to the specific rule in baseball that prohibits players from gambling on the game.

Michael Powell: An old school pitching coach says I told you so

Huh? Rose's death is irrelevant, because the purpose of Rule 21 is to send a message to the people who, by virtue of being alive, are still in a position to violate it. Maintaining Rose's ineligibility even after his death sends a stronger message of disapproval than wiping his slate clean posthumously--otherwise, why would anyone have complained that he was still banned?  Now that every major professional sports league has close alliances with gambling sites, and the temptation to place bets on mobile apps is omnipresent, maintaining a hard line about players gambling on the game is even more important.

During his banishment, Rose incurred a lot of public sympathy. He often painted himself as a victim. But Rose wasn't wronged here. He agreed to accept a lifetime ban in 1989 from then-Commissioner Bart Giamatti in exchange for avoiding any official ruling that he had wagered on the game. That alone was a gift. In fact, in 2002, before he eventually admitted to gambling, Rose and then-Commissioner Bud Selig were in negotiations for a reinstatement. According to reports at the time, Rose chose not to accept Selig's offer, because he would have had to be transparent about his gambling, stop making appearances in casinos, and cease gambling altogether. As he had before, Rose chose gambling over baseball.

Rose's Hall of Fame fate will ultimately be decided by the Hall's Classic Baseball Era Committee, which doesn't meet again until 2027. Rose will need to receive 12 of 16 votes to be inducted, which is far from guaranteed. Still, considering how public perception of him has softened, the possibility is real that he becomes a Hall of Famer. The members of the committee will have to judge for themselves which facts are salient.
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Modi's Escalation Trap

A counterterrorism policy designed to burnish a strongman's image risks setting off new rounds of conflict.

by Vaibhav Vats




Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi has forged a new counterterrorism doctrine during his decade in power: Any terrorist attack emanating from Pakistan will face a scorching Indian-military response. The policy carries inherent risk, both internationally and domestically.

That it can easily commit India to a spiral of escalation was demonstrated during the exchange of hostilities with Pakistan two weeks ago. On the domestic side, the counterterrorism policy is of a piece with Modi's effort to project himself as a strongman, which carries its own escalatory risks because it depends on both stoking ultranationalism and keeping it under control.

For four days starting earlier this month, exchanges of fire between India and Pakistan gathered intensity and scope, with the theater of engagement extending deeper into both countries than it had in five decades. At home, Modi had encouraged a climate of heightened emotion among his followers. Pro-government networks and broadsheets portrayed Pakistan as an archenemy that Indian forces would soon vanquish. Media outlets reported, for example, that the port of Karachi, Pakistan's largest city and financial capital, had been destroyed--one of many breathless stories that did not turn out to be true.

Read: Why this India-Pakistan conflict is different

Then, on the evening of May 10, President Donald Trump announced a cease-fire between the two countries on Truth Social. The American intervention came as a surprise--one that did some damage to the Indian prime minister, who has projected himself not only as a fierce advocate for India's strategic interests but also as a global statesman deliberating on weighty geopolitical questions, such as the war in Ukraine.

Many of the Indian prime minister's followers felt that allowing the Trump administration to broker a deal was a humiliation and a capitulation to a foreign power. For that reason, New Delhi did not acknowledge the American intervention in its public statements on the cease-fire, even as the Pakistani side hailed Trump's role in ending the fighting. Still, right-wing social-media accounts turned on the Modi government and its officials with expletive-laden tirades, many of which assailed the personal life of their intended targets. They attacked India's foreign secretary as a traitor and doxxed his daughter. (The secretary promptly switched his X account to private, to shield himself and his family from a barrage of invective.)

That any cease-fire was necessary was a surprise and a letdown for Modi's base, which had expected a swift victory based on a combination of misinformation and what was likely an overestimation of India's military strength and operational superiority. Such illusions should have been punctured during the conflict, when Pakistan downed at least two Indian jets and unleashed drones and missiles that matched Indian capabilities. In the first week of May, India launched nine air strikes into Pakistan and Pakistan-administered Kashmir.

Past skirmishes with Pakistan had allowed Modi to construct a triumphalist narrative of strength that played to his domestic audience. A 2019 air strike into Pakistan helped propel him to reelection for a second term with an enhanced majority. But this latest exchange had a far less satisfying denouement: an uncertain military outcome and a diplomatic embarrassment, in the eyes of Modi's nationalist base.

Trump made a bad situation worse with another Truth Social post less than a day after the cease-fire announcement, in which he offered to mediate the Kashmir dispute. Mediation is a delicate subject in India because of the country's bruising colonial experience; it is often equated with an assault on Indian sovereignty. The 1972 Simla peace agreement, signed between India and Pakistan after a war the previous year, stipulated that all disputes between the two countries be addressed bilaterally--language long understood as a bar to third-party mediation. American diplomacy played an important role in tamping down previous conflicts over the territory in 1999 and 2019, but President Bill Clinton and Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, respectively, were careful not to trumpet their interventions in those cases.

Read: A crisis is no time for amateurs

Trump's pronouncements immediately led to a volley of criticism from India's opposition parties and independent voices, which began comparing Modi unfavorably with Prime Minister Indira Gandhi: She delivered a decisive victory in the 1971 war with Pakistan despite frosty relations with President Richard Nixon. A newspaper owner in Modi's home state of Gujarat was arrested for making the comparison.

In remarks delivered at the White House two days after the cease-fire announcement, the U.S. president further gloated about stopping a potentially nuclear conflict that could have killed millions of people.

That evening, Modi addressed India in a prime-time speech for the first time since the conflict began. Absent was the measured restraint that might have lowered the temperature after such an unnerving conflict. Instead, Modi told the public that India's military offensive had brought Pakistan to its knees to beg for a cease-fire. He reaffirmed India's position on retaliatory military action as a response to terror attacks, declared that he had called Pakistan's nuclear bluff, and warned that he had not abandoned the military operation but merely suspended it. Modi followed these prime-time remarks with another belligerent speech the next day, belittling Pakistan's military capabilities when he visited an Indian air base.

The bellicosity of these two speeches, at a time when the cease-fire was still tenuous, seemed to reflect Modi's need to appear muscular in the face of public criticism and after being undermined by Trump's swagger. (Trump would recount his role in ending the conflict several more times during his Middle East trip, with each new utterance compounding the domestic problems for Modi.)

But if the prime minister's aggressive demeanor played well to his domestic base, it also alienated a number of India's South Asian neighbors. Many of these governments worry about the Modi regime's propensity for bullying, and not one has spoken in favor of India's military actions. Last week Modi's government, normally intolerant of its political opposition, conscripted it into a campaign for damage control: It put together delegations of representatives from all of the country's political parties, with the intention of sending them to foreign capitals to make India's case.

The crisis and its aftermath have demonstrated how India's national security has become almost entirely captive to burnishing the personality cult of its leader. The result is a country that comes across to others as at once boastful about its growing power and prickly about criticism of its human-rights record.

A few hours before the cease-fire came into force, the Indian government fine-tuned its new counterterrorism doctrine, classing incidents of cross-border terrorist violence as "acts of war." Any such attack, the policy makes clear, will incur an Indian-military response.

The timing of the announcement suggests that Modi seeks to overshadow the end of the fighting with a display of strength and a deterrent warning. But the doctrine may be just as apt to make conflict between India and Pakistan more likely and recurrent, rather than less, as it raises the stakes of any skirmish--particularly after this last four-day conflict, which passed previous thresholds of violence between the nuclear-armed rivals.

In the past, India prided itself on being a responsible power that respected human rights and international law--an island of stability in a volatile region. Modi's embrace of Hindu nationalism and his tilt toward authoritarianism have since stained the country's reputation for pluralism and democracy. Now they are leading the Indian prime minister to lean into a military adventurism that could make him a danger to the entire region.
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The Fraught Relationship Between a Pope and His Home

If Leo's predecessors are any guide, this moment of American Catholic unity likely won't last.

by Randy Boyagoda




Americans packed St. Peter's Square on Sunday to see one of their own begin his reign as pope. Vice President J. D. Vance, Secretary of State Marco Rubio, and U.S. Church leaders joined scores of American Catholics--many bearing U.S. flags--as the Chicago-born Pope Leo XIV celebrated the traditional Mass of Inauguration. The Americans' enthusiasm reflects a rare sense of unity in a deeply polarized national Church. Since Leo became pope, both its progressive and conservative factions have mostly celebrated him (some berserk corners of the internet notwithstanding). Vance, whose boss had a famously strained relationship with the last pope, emerged from a recent closed-door meeting with Leo seemingly committed to collaboration: "We're going to find some very important things to work together on."

If Leo's recent predecessors are any guide, however, this American Catholic comity likely won't last. Since 1978, when John Paul II became the first non-Italian pope in some 450 years, every pontiff has had an ambivalent, often-difficult relationship with his native country. Each in his own way broke the centuries-long pattern established by a procession of Italian popes who were intimately involved in their homeland's politics and Church life: as opponents of Roman emperors, as secular rulers during the Middle Ages and Renaissance, as prominent players in modern Italy. Pope Paul VI, the last Italian pope (other than the very brief papacy of John Paul I), reportedly wept at news of the 1978 assassination of former Prime Minister Aldo Moro: The two had known each other since university.

Read: The Conclave just did the unthinkable

The last three popes each chose very different paths between Rome and home--sometimes confrontational, sometimes aloof. Together, they offer potential models for how Leo will relate to the U.S. Church, American political leadership, and the United States more broadly.



After Jorge Bergoglio left his native Argentina in 2013 to attend the conclave that made him Pope Francis, he never returned. Francis visited several countries nearby and was not shy about engaging--or challenging--politicians and Church leaders around the world. But he remained effectively silent about Argentina, even as it cycled through three contrasting presidencies and underwent a period of extended political and economic instability. Francis rarely demurred at a question, but he was circumspect, even evasive, when asked why he never visited home.

Perhaps Francis felt that he could not intervene in Argentina with the same moral influence he frequently sought and enjoyed elsewhere. He was widely beloved there, but he left a mixed legacy. Argentinian Catholics had long debated whether Francis did enough as a local bishop to defend priests and Church interests during the country's so-called Dirty War. Moreover, during his time as the Jesuit provincial, some critics viewed him as authoritarian. Before he became archbishop of Buenos Aires, the local hierarchy sent him far from the capital--an assignment generally considered to be a form of exile.

Leo's relationship to America, by contrast, is less complicated, not least because he spent nearly his entire adult life elsewhere. His work as a missionary in Peru and his global travels as the head of the Augustinian religious order made him a "citizen of the world," as New York Cardinal Timothy Dolan said after the conclave. "Where he comes from," Dolan continued, is "secondary." True enough, theologically and ecclesially, but one has the sense that Dolan might have been trying to create breathing space for his countryman, to help him avoid being pulled into their home's perpetual politicking.

For his part, Leo has expressed much more interest in sustaining unity than siding definitively with either the American left or right. Perhaps this will prompt him to stay out of U.S. affairs--or at least take a lighter touch than Francis did with America. But Leo's repeated emphasis on dialogue in the early days of his papacy suggests he won't be content to simply keep his distance, as Francis did with Argentina.

In staying away from home, Francis took the opposite approach of his immediate predecessor, Benedict XVI, who made a concerted effort to engage with his native Germany. Benedict clashed theologically with its generally liberal Catholics, both before becoming pope in 2005--for example, in high-profile disputes with the dissident theologian Hans Kung--and also as pontiff, when the German Church began emerging as a vanguard of progressive Catholic causes.

As pope, Benedict visited the country three times, most notably in 2011, when he addressed the Bundestag. Though he was well received there, his visit spurred public protests and boycotts in response to Church teachings about sexual morality and national abuse scandals, including ones that Benedict had been accused of mishandling before becoming pope. It's tempting to read into Leo's papacy the same kind of ideological divisions that framed Benedict's relationship with Germany: Whereas Benedict was more conservative than much of Catholic Germany, some observers see Leo as further left than U.S. Catholic leaders. But Leo doesn't have the doctrinaire reputation that Benedict did when he became pope. Moreover, Leo's missionary work kept him from being enmeshed in American religious affairs and politics like Benedict was in Germany's.

By engaging in the public life of his native country, Benedict was following the example of his predecessor, John Paul II. No modern pope has--indeed few popes ever have--had as much of an impact on their homeland as John Paul II did on Poland. An estimated 11 million Poles came to see John Paul during his first papal trip to Poland, in 1979--roughly one-third of the population. They saw in their native son a confident Christian witness against communism and a reminder of their country's religious roots, which its atheist regime had covered up. Historians and papal biographers alike count the visit as a turning point not only for Communist Poland but also in the Cold War itself. The trip inspired the Solidarity workers' movement, one of the most successful opposition movements in the Soviet Union. Indeed, Lech Walesa signed the 1980 Gdansk Agreement, which granted Solidarity formal status as a trade union, with a pen commemorating the pope's visit the year before.

Yet even someone as uniformly adored as John Paul in Poland wasn't always welcomed as a source of moral authority and guidance. His first trip to Poland after the Cold War, in 1991, received a cooler and smaller response. John Paul challenged his fellow Poles to live out their newly gained freedoms in ways consistent with the Gospel and Catholic traditions, as opposed to the free market, free love, and fast food--a message that proved not as stirring as his homilies and speeches against communism.

Perhaps more divisive for Poles was his opposition to abortion, an issue he addressed in personal terms on that trip, which took place during an ongoing debate about a proposed national ban. "I cannot be indifferent to this crisis," he said. "I too am a son of this land." One ordinary Pole, interviewed by The New York Times, said that she disagreed with John Paul on the issue, but her broader view of him was unchanged: "He's our pope, and I love him." This pride and affection, uncoupled from obedience to papal authority, could provide the clearest analogy to the many American Catholics who will likely disagree with Leo's promulgation of Church teaching, whether about abortion or immigration, but nonetheless express enthusiasm about one of their own occupying the Chair of Saint Peter.

A final model for understanding Leo's potential approach to America comes not from past popes but from his own relationship with Peru, his chosen country. There Leo witnessed several national crises firsthand, as Matthew Casey-Pariseault, a scholar of Latin American religion and public life, has observed: "a bloody civil war, a decade-long dictatorship and an unstable post-dictatorship period that has so far led to three former presidents being handed prison sentences." While many in the U.S. worry about an impending constitutional crisis--perhaps even civil war, a gradual descent into authoritarianism, or dictatorship--an American with experience of all of these prospects suddenly has an unrivaled platform to address them.

Read: The Pope's most revealing choice so far

But don't necessarily expect him to do so, at least not directly. Leo has shown himself to be more reserved than most of his modern predecessors. Indeed, so far as pope, he has offered only a single direct statement about his native land.

When a reporter asked if he "had any message for the United States," he offered a standard blessing and just one more word, Whitman-like in its mysterious fullness: "Many."
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The Decline and Fall of Elon Musk

The Tesla innovator becomes the latest government employee to lose his job.

by Michael Scherer, Ashley Parker




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


Updated at 6:50 p.m. ET on May 21, 2025.


"Fuck you! Fuck you! Fuck you!"

Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent was shouting at Elon Musk in the halls of the West Wing last month, loud enough for Donald Trump to hear and in a language that he could certainly understand. Bessent and Musk were fighting over which of them should choose the next IRS leader--and, implicitly, over Musk's bureaucracy-be-damned crusade. Without securing the Treasury chief's sign-off, Musk had pushed through his own pick for the job. Bessent was, quite obviously, not having it.

The fight had started outside the Oval Office; it continued past the Roosevelt Room and toward the chief of staff's office, and then barreled around the corner to the national security adviser's warren. Musk accused Bessent of having run two failed hedge funds. "I can't hear you," he told Bessent as they argued, their faces just inches apart. "Say it louder."

Musk came to Washington all Cybertrucks and chain saws, ready to destroy the bureaucracy, fire do-nothing federal workers, and, he bragged, save taxpayers $2 trillion in the process. He was a Tech Support-T-shirt-wearing disruptor who promised to rewire how the government operates and to defeat the "woke mind virus," all under the auspices of the newly created Department of Government Efficiency. For weeks, he and his merry band of DOGE bros gleefully jumped from agency to agency, terrorizing bureaucrats, demanding access to sensitive data, and leaving snack wrappers on employees' desks. But as Musk winds down his official time in Washington, he has found himself isolated within the upper reaches of the Trump administration, having failed to build necessary alliances and irritating many of the department and agency heads he was ostensibly there to help. His team failed to find anything close to the 13-figure savings he'd promised. Court challenges clipped other projects. Cabinet secretaries blocked DOGE cuts they said reduced crucial services. All the while, Musk's net worth fell, his companies tanked in value, and he became an object of frequent gossip and ridicule.

Four months after Musk's swashbuckling arrival, he is effectively moving on, shifting his attention back to his jobs as the leader of Tesla, SpaceX, and X, among his other companies. In a call last month with Wall Street analysts, Musk said he was planning to spend "a day or two per week" focusing on DOGE issues--similar to how he manages each of his various companies. The next week, he seemed to suggest that he'd be slimming down his government portfolio even more, telling reporters that he expected to be in Washington "every other week." Yesterday, he told the Qatar Economic Forum in a video interview that he no longer sees a reason to spend money on politics, though that could change in the future. "I think I've done enough," he said.

Listen: Elon Musk's luck runs out

He remains close with Trump, who still shows genuine affection for his billionaire benefactor, according to advisers and allies. But Musk's decision to focus elsewhere has been greeted as a relief by many federal leaders, who have been busily undoing many of his cuts in their departments or making DOGE-style changes on their own terms. Cabinet leaders--who did not appreciate being treated like staff by the man boasting about feeding their fiefdom into a "wood chipper"--have widely ignored some of his efforts, such as his February demand that all federal employees send weekly emails to their supervisors laying out their accomplishments in bullet points.

"How many people were fired because they didn't send in their three things a week or whatever the fuck it was?" one Trump adviser, who requested anonymity to speak frankly, told us. "I think that everyone is ready to move on from this part of the administration."

The Musk-Bessent shouting match was immediate fodder--for gossip, of course, but also for a kind of Rorschach test for MAGA-world loyalties. Several members of the administration heard it themselves. Many, many more learned about it secondhand, or even thirdhand. (Some of the details were first reported by The New York Times and Axios.)

A mild-mannered billionaire stood up to "a man-child"! Musk rugby-shouldered Bessent! There was definitely nothing physical! There was caterwauling! Musk should have been arrested! Musk did nothing wrong! It wasn't even a big deal!

After the shouting ended, Musk's pick for IRS commissioner found himself replaced with Bessent's more seasoned choice after just three days on the job. Bessent had won. The power struggle has become a symbol of Musk's inability to build support for his approach.

This story is based on interviews with 14 White House advisers, outside allies, and confidants, who all requested anonymity to describe private conversations. The White House and the Treasury Department declined to comment on the specifics of the fight, and a representative for Musk did not respond to requests for comment.

A couple of weeks after his argument with Bessent, Musk gathered reporters in the Roosevelt Room to defend himself, admitting that his latest goal of $1 trillion in taxpayer spending--already down from his initial $2 trillion target--had proved "really, really difficult."

"We are making as much progress as we can--there's a lot of inertia in the government," he told the assembled press. "So it's, like, it's not easy. This is--this is a way to make a lot of enemies and not that many friends."

At the core of Musk's challenges was his unfamiliarity with reforming an organization that, unlike his own companies, he does not fully control. Rather than taking the time to navigate and understand the quirks and nuances of the federal government--yes, an often lumbering and inefficient institution--Musk instead told his team to move fast: It would be better to backtrack later, if necessary, than to proceed with caution. (One administration official told us that Musk's view was that if he hadn't fired so many people that he needed to rehire some, it would mean that he hadn't cut enough.) As he sought to solve spending and digital-infrastructure problems, he often created new issues for Trump, the president's top advisers, and Capitol Hill allies.

"He came with a playbook that comes from outside government, and there were mixed returns on that," Matt Calkins, the CEO of Appian, a Virginia-based software company that automates business processes and has worked with the federal government for more than two decades, told us. "He comes in with his idealism and his Silicon Valley playbook, and a few interesting things happened. Does the 'move fast and break things' model work in Washington? Not really."

Calkins told us that he very much supports Musk's stated goals: government efficiency and modernization, and harnessing technology to improve the lives of citizens. But, he explained, Washington will never work the way Silicon Valley does. Its capacity for disruption is lower; although people may enjoy summoning Uber rides or ordering food via their phone, they do not rely on these innovations the way many do on, say, public education or Medicaid. "Government is a foundation, versus a technology company that usually provides a bonus--something we enjoy consuming, but not something we count on," Calkins said.

Musk's operation claims to have found $170 billion in savings by cutting grants, contracts, leases, and other spending, though the numbers have frequently been revised down owing to errors and program reinstatements. The federal workforce--roughly 4.5 million employees, including military personnel--is slated to be reduced by tens of thousands, though many of those cuts are now in limbo because of recent court orders. White House aides privately admit that a high-profile claim of fraud that Musk uncovered--that some people in Social Security databases are listed as unrealistically old--is a data problem but not evidence of actual fraud: The government had already blocked payments to those people before Musk pointed them out. (Nevertheless, Trump repeated the claim in his first official address to Congress, in March, and Musk caused a mini political crisis for the administration when he appeared on Joe Rogan's podcast and declared Social Security--an entitlement that Trump has promised not to touch--"the biggest Ponzi scheme of all time.")

Most important, Trump has made clear that Musk did not have the freedom to reshape the government as he would one of his companies. Weeks after Musk appeared onstage with a chain saw to illustrate his plans for the federal government, Trump rebuked the approach on social media: "We say the 'scalpel' rather than the 'hatchet,'" Trump wrote. Musk's legal opponents have taken to celebrating his departure as a defeat for his larger ambitions. They point to public polling that shows that his public favorability has fallen markedly since the start of the year, as well as to the backlash he faced when he went to Wisconsin to campaign for a Republican-backed state-supreme-court candidate who ended up losing by double digits.

"We kicked him out of town," Rushab Sanghvi, the general counsel for the American Federation of Government Employees, told us. "If he had stayed in the shadows and done his stuff, who knows how bad it would have been? But no one likes the guy."

At a Cabinet meeting at the end of April, possibly Musk's last, the Tesla and SpaceX leader reduced himself to a punch line, wearing two caps--a red Gulf of America one perched atop his signature black DOGE hat. He joked about all the jobs that he was juggling. "As they say, I wear a lot of hats. And as you can see, it's true. Even my hat has a hat," he said, prompting genuine laughter.

The uprising against Musk--in hindsight, the abrupt beginning of the slow end--had begun in the same room a month earlier, at an impromptu meeting. Cabinet secretaries, who had not yet been confirmed for office when Musk began his work, had been expressing frustration to Trump and to White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles, among others, about Musk's meddling. Musk, meanwhile, had been griping about what he viewed as the slow pace of hiring.

In fact, the Trump administration had been staffing up remarkably quickly by federal standards for a new administration. But, as one White House adviser explained to us, "if you're Elon, in the business of firing people, it's easy to see hiring through a different lens."

Sick of presiding over the competing complaints, Trump finally declared: Bring them all in here, and we'll have at it. The next day, the Cabinet secretaries did just that. Details of the meeting--including Musk's heated back-and-forth with Secretary of State Marco Rubio, as well as with Doug Collins, the secretary of veterans affairs, and Sean Duffy, the transportation secretary--almost immediately leaked into news reports. Musk upbraided Rubio during the meeting for not sufficiently reducing his staff, and Rubio--already upset that Musk had essentially dissolved USAID, one of the agencies under his purview--vigorously fought back. ("That was one of the turning points for Trump and Marco, where Trump realized Marco had a little spine," one Trump ally told us.)

Several people told us that though Musk understood that he was walking into an ambush, he was unaware of the extent of the coming pile-on. After the "whining about DOGE" and Musk generally "taking it," someone familiar with the meeting told us, Musk defended his efforts. At one point, he declared that his real problem was not with firing people or reducing the size of government but with quickly hiring new, better people. (Early on, Musk had been irritated that he couldn't instantaneously hire DOGE engineers, who found themselves subjected to the same MAGA loyalty tests as everyone else, and he was unable to muscle onto the government payroll a Turkish-born venture capitalist with a green card, because U.S. law generally prohibits noncitizens from working for the federal government.)

Sergio Gor, the director of the White House Presidential Personnel Office, defended the pace of hiring, which he oversees. The relationship between Musk and Gor had already been tense, several advisers told us; one adviser explained that the two men were "constantly sniping at each other." Sometime after the Cabinet meeting, Musk went to the president and, referring to Gor, said, "Please tell me I never have to ask him for anything again," the adviser told us.

With Musk's DOGE team largely in place, he and Gor have had less reason in recent weeks to interact. Others told us that the two men have since buried any disagreements and get along fine.

But the clash was yet another example of Musk chafing against the strictures of government processes, something Gor's office is designed to uphold. "There's not a lot of reverence for the system with Elon," the Trump adviser told us. "It's not a perfect system, but it is nonetheless our system."

Musk's influence on the early months of the Trump administration is, of course, undeniable. He regularly amplified administration messaging--and occasionally undercut it--on X, the social-media platform he owns. And he focused attention on an issue that many voters agree should be a priority, at least in theory: eliminating waste, fraud, and abuse in Washington, and making the government more efficient and technologically nimble. He also cut large swaths of the federal workforce, albeit in such a "haphazard" way, as one adviser put it to us, that the actual results have proved mixed. Some talented and experienced career bureaucrats--the sorts of officials Trump and Musk ostensibly wanted to retain--decamped to the private sector or took early retirement, and the general chaos led to some fired employees being hired back. At the Federal Aviation Administration, Musk's interference and cuts have caused mayhem, especially among already overtaxed air-traffic controllers. Musk also made himself the public face of the Trump administration's decision to shut down USAID, a decision that the Microsoft co-founder Bill Gates described as "the world's richest man killing the world's poorest children." (Musk, who'd initially earned the fraught designation of "co-president" and seemed destined for a rocket-fuel-caliber blowup with the actual president, also lasted much longer in government than many had surmised he would--and is exiting with something akin to grace, at least by Trumpian standards.)

Ayushi Roy, a former technologist at the General Services Administration who now teaches digital government at Harvard Kennedy School, told us that Musk has achieved at least some of his goals: cutting the federal workforce and traumatizing the employees who remain. But, she said, he has largely failed to build anything that's made government more efficient.

"I am waiting for them to actually deliver something. Right now they have just been deleting things. They haven't added any value," she told us. "If it is just us hatcheting things instead of improving or even replacing them, the goal, to me, is not actually about improving efficiency."

Calkins, the software CEO, cautioned us to not undersell what Musk has done. Given the "resolute structure" of government bureaucracy, he said, it's impressive that Musk even "got a few big nicks."

In Calkins's view, Musk might have been more successful had he been given more time--maybe a year and a half, he estimated. He told us that he thinks more cuts to government are necessary, but that Musk's approach was insufficiently judicious.

"In retrospect," Calkins concluded, "it wasn't nearly as much as we needed, and we probably didn't need the chain saw. We needed the chisel."

Musk struggled to adjust to life outside his companies, where his whims reigned supreme and he rarely needed to build consensus. "He miscalculated his ability to act just completely autonomously," one outside Trump adviser told us. "He had some missteps in all of these agencies, which would have been fine because everyone acknowledges that when you're moving fast and breaking things, not everything is going to go right. But it's different when you do that and you don't even have the buy-in of the agency you're setting on fire."

Musk also found himself clashing with other Trump advisers on policy questions that could take a bite out of his personal fortune. The billionaire argued against the administration's tariff bonanza--at one point, he urged "a zero-tariff situation" between the United States and Europe--and publicly attacked Trump's top trade adviser, Peter Navarro, calling him "dumber than a sack of bricks." In late March, according to a New York Times report, Musk was preparing to receive a secret briefing from the Pentagon on the country's planning for a potential war with China. After the Times story published, Trump posted on social media that Musk's trip to the Pentagon would not include any China briefing. But the report prompted a public outcry, including over Musk's many potential conflicts of interest.

Read: The actual math behind DOGE's cuts

"You could feel it, everything changed, the fever had been broken," the longtime Trump ally and Musk foe Steve Bannon told us in a text message about the Pentagon uproar. In Bannon's view, government officials had opted to leak to the Times rather than directly confront Musk or bring their concerns to the president--a troubling sign, he told us, of Musk's outsize power.

Now Trump-administration officials wonder just what will happen to DOGE once Musk pivots elsewhere. In some cases, DOGE employees have already become more formally enmeshed in the administration, taking on official roles within government agencies. A top Musk aide is now the Interior Department's assistant secretary of policy management and budget, and a DOGE point person to the Department of Energy is now chief of staff. One administration official told us that Musk's much-vaunted--and initially chaotic--reductions in the federal workforce are now coming to fruition across the government, but in a more organized fashion.

Musk's "special government employee" status always meant that he was going to depart the government after 130 days. But for a time, there was West Wing chatter about stretching the limit of a "working day" to allow him to extend his time in the administration. Now even Musk has stopped stoking those expectations. "The mission of DOGE--to cut waste, fraud, and abuse--will surely continue," White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told us in an email. "DOGE employees who onboarded at their respective agencies will continue to work with President Trump's cabinet to make our government more efficient."

Speaking to a group of reporters earlier this month, Musk implied that DOGE is self-sustaining and could carry on without him. "DOGE is a way of life," he told them, "like Buddhism." But when asked how, exactly, DOGE could continue, he was coy. "Is Buddha needed for Buddhism?" he asked.



This article originally misidentified Elon Musk as the founder of Tesla. He was an early investor of the company and is now its CEO.
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An Awkward Truth About American Work

Direct-selling schemes are considered fringe businesses, but their values have bled into the national economy.

by Lora Kelley




A few years ago, a cheeky meme made the rounds on the internet--a snappy rejoinder to a question about dream jobs: "I do not dream of labor."

The witticism, sometimes misattributed to James Baldwin, began to spread a few months into the coronavirus pandemic, as the shock of mass layoffs started to give way to broader dissatisfaction with work. Before long, an untethering from office culture, combined with the security of a tight labor market, led many workers to quit their 9-to-5 jobs. Nobody, Kim Kardashian declared, wanted to work anymore--but that wasn't exactly true. More plausibly, the "Great Resignation" marked a shift--perhaps a permanent one--in when, where, and how people wanted to work.

Moments of cultural change present openings for cons. Early in the pandemic, the number of multi-level-marketing schemes (or MLMs) exploded online. Such enterprises invite non-salaried workers to sell goods and then also earn commissions by recruiting more salespeople; the Federal Trade Commission has over the years outlined subtle legal differences between MLMs and pyramid schemes. As millions of Americans lost or quit jobs, MLM advocates on the internet made an enticing pitch: Work as we knew it wasn't cutting it anymore; other options were out there. Framing the chance to hawk leggings or makeup or "mentorship" as an opportunity that could yield flexible income and a sense of community, they promised a kind of life that was too good to be true.

A few years ago, the journalist Bridget Read started looking into the outfits behind such appeals. Initially, by her own account, Read couldn't really understand how MLMs worked. But some big questions stuck with her--among them, why exactly they were legal. She lays out what she's learned in her engaging new book, Little Bosses Everywhere: How the Pyramid Scheme Shaped America, which exposes some awkward truths about the nature of American work. Weaving in sympathetic portrayals of women who lost money and friends after working with MLM schemes, she recasts them as victims of a multigenerational swindle.

Read: LuLaRich reveals a hole in the American economy

MLM participants surely drive their friends and family crazy with their hard sells; they are also, in Read's telling, marks. She cites a 2011 analysis that found that 99 percent of participants in one MLM lost money, and she exhaustively catalogs the predations of the sector writ large. Read writes with scorn about the industry's early architects, who made outrageous health claims and touted their companies' "profits pyramid," and about right-wing opportunists who expanded MLMs' power and reach--especially the founders of Amway, a massive company with connections to Ronald Reagan and Donald Trump. But she never disparages her sources, whose stories of drained bank accounts and dashed dreams she portrays only with empathy. She threads the tale of a pseudonymous Mary Kay seller, a military veteran struggling to make ends meet, throughout the book. The woman loses more than $75,000. These vignettes keep the human toll of the schemes top of mind.

Read's indictment of MLM outfits is predictable enough, but her research also reveals how much corporate America has in common with this shady economy, which has long been dismissed as a kooky sideshow. Corporations have borrowed from the methods of MLM companies--hiring large, contingent workforces; pushing employees to think like entrepreneurs; and lobbying hard for friendlier regulations. MLMs turn out to be more closely aligned with the center of corporate life (and political power) than many people might like to think.

A key innovation of the industry was to rely on a fleet of temporary workers. During the Great Depression, when Franklin D. Roosevelt's administration was expanding the social safety net and implementing muscular work protections, an organization then called the National Association of Direct Selling Companies agitated for a carve-out that would designate salespeople as "independent contractors" rather than employees. Historically, such contractors had occupied a tiny niche, but in a time of expanding regulation, classifying workers in this way became a handy loophole. This category later set the template for tech start-ups, including Uber and DoorDash, that challenged traditional full-time employers. As of July 2023, about 4 percent of the American workforce had temporary jobs as their main or only role, and an additional 7.4 percent of Americans were independent contractors, according to a survey from the Bureau of Labor Statistics. That percentage may seem small, but it encompasses millions of workers and outnumbers many sectors of employment; other surveys find that tens of millions of Americans do such work for supplemental income too. As Read writes, "The part-time, low-paid work that direct selling pioneered" now "defines our current labor market rather than covers its gaps."

The low quality of many legitimate jobs has long provided cover for shadier schemes. Squint, and an MLM racket doesn't look all that different from the work of an influencer or telemarketer or door-to-door-salesman. If a major indictment of MLMs is that many of their contractors don't seem to actually sell much at all, well--the same could be said of many other jobs today. And the gig economy isn't walled off from the rest: Many Americans still have full-time, union-eligible jobs, but a lot of them dip into temporary or part-time work to make ends meet. The Mary Kay annual meeting features a special cheering moment for teachers who sell makeup on the side.

Read: When multilevel marketing met Gen Z

Many of the messages that MLMs adopt to reel in workers rely on a central contradiction, criticizing the corporate grind while extolling the free market. Amway recruiters, for one, have explicitly used anti-establishment language in their pitch: When you're working a 9-to-5, you are in the "rut," but when you break free and set your own hours, you are living "the dream." In fact, you are often forsaking security for precarity--or worse. As Read and others have written, the opportunity quickly becomes a disaster for all but a very lucky few. MLMs and their boosters deny that the companies are pyramid-shaped--Amway, according to one hagiographer, is shaped more like "a flower." But each, in Read's telling, also takes the form of a fun-house mirror.

Throughout the history of MLMs, contractions and collapses in the broader economy have been good for them. Direct selling was hailed as "counter-cyclical" and "depression-proof" during the 1930s, Read notes. In the 1970s, widespread white-collar layoffs and looming stagflation presented another opening. "In the direct selling business hard times are good times," the founders of Amway wrote in a 1974 edition of their corporate magazine. In more recent decades, the sector's free-market ethos dovetailed with new cultural moods: MLMs both shaped and reinforced the values of the greed-is-good 1980s, as well as the self-help-obsessed aughts and the "grindset" ethos that followed the 2008 recession. Seizing opportunities to grow businesses is, of course, what companies have always done. But this industry seized them to advance practices that flirted with, and sometimes qualified as, outright fraud.

Read ably explains why these businesses have appealed to generations of underpaid and insecure American workers, and she argues that it's not greed or stupidity that drives people (especially women juggling family responsibilities) into the arms of the schemes but the decline of middle-class stability. MLM opportunities promise what American jobs used to: security, freedom, dignity. Those promises have consistently failed to materialize. But the fact that so many are desperate to get in on the schemes each year is not a credit to the broader job market. A person well served by the economy is unlikely to salivate at the prospect of making extra cash by pushing lipsticks on the side. Today, many workers at more conventional jobs face the havoc of just-in-time scheduling and inconsistent shifts; these employees seek out more flexible arrangements in spite of their downsides.

In Read's telling, MLMs are a toxin masquerading as a cure. Among their many ruses is their insistence on a message of empowerment: that participants are "bosses" or "owners." What makes this easier to pull off is the fact that MLM outfits don't have the kind of central, visible leader the public associates with many higher-profile schemes--no Sam Bankman-Fried or Bernie Madoff or Elizabeth Holmes. Read names the leaders who benefit, and in doing so, she delivers a damning portrait of those who take advantage--and she humanizes the people they rip off. Investigating an industry notorious for doublespeak and euphemism, she calls things what they are.
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What AI Thinks It Knows About You

What happens when people can see what assumptions a large language model is making about them?

by Jonathan L. Zittrain




Large language models such as GPT, Llama, Claude, and DeepSeek can be so fluent that people feel it as a "you," and it answers encouragingly as an "I." The models can write poetry in nearly any given form, read a set of political speeches and promptly sift out and share all the jokes, draw a chart, code a website.

How do they do these and so many other things that were just recently the sole realm of humans? Practitioners are left explaining jaw-dropping conversational rabbit-from-a-hat extractions with arm-waving that the models are just predicting one word at a time from an unthinkably large training set scraped from every recorded written or spoken human utterance that can be found--fair enough--or a with a small shrug and a cryptic utterance of "fine-tuning" or "transformers!"

These aren't very satisfying answers for how these models can converse so intelligently, and how they sometimes err so weirdly. But they're all we've got, even for model makers who can watch the AIs' gargantuan numbers of computational "neurons" as they operate. You can't just point to a couple of parameters among 500 billion interlinkages of nodes performing math within a model and say that this one represents a ham sandwich, and that one represents justice. As Google CEO Sundar Pichai put it in a 60 Minutes interview in 2023, "There is an aspect of this which we call--all of us in the field call it as a 'black box.' You know, you don't fully understand. And you can't quite tell why it said this, or why it got wrong. We have some ideas, and our ability to understand this gets better over time. But that's where the state of the art is."

It calls to mind a maxim about why it is so hard to understand ourselves: "If the human brain were so simple that we could understand it, we would be so simple that we couldn't." If models were simple enough for us to grasp what's going on inside when they run, they'd produce answers so dull that there might not be much payoff to understanding how they came about.

Figuring out what a machine-learning model is doing--being able to offer an explanation that draws specifically on the structure and contents of a formerly black box, rather than just making informed guesses on the basis of inputs and outputs--is known as the problem of interpretability. And large language models have not been interpretable.

Recently, Dario Amodei, the CEO of Anthropic, the company that makes the Claude family of LLMs, characterized the worthy challenge of AI interpretability in stark terms:

The progress of the underlying technology is inexorable, driven by forces too powerful to stop, but the way in which it happens--the order in which things are built, the applications we choose, and the details of how it is rolled out to society--are eminently possible to change, and it's possible to have great positive impact by doing so. We can't stop the bus, but we can steer it ...
 Over the last few months, I have become increasingly focused on an additional opportunity for steering the bus: the tantalizing possibility, opened up by some recent advances, that we could succeed at interpretability--that is, in understanding the inner workings of AI systems--before models reach an overwhelming level of power.


Indeed, the field has been making progress--enough to raise a host of policy questions that were previously not on the table. If there's no way to know how these models work, it makes accepting the full spectrum of their behaviors (at least after humans' efforts at "fine-tuning" them) a sort of all-or-nothing proposition. Those kinds of choices have been presented before. Did we want aspirin even though for 100 years we couldn't explain how it made headaches go away? There, both regulators and the public said yes. So far, with large language models, nearly everyone is saying yes too. But if we could better understand some of the ways these models are working, and use that understanding to improve how the models operate, the choice might not have to be all or nothing. Instead, we could ask or demand of the models' operators that they share basic information with us on what the models "believe" about us as they chug along, and even allow us to correct misimpressions that the models might be forming as we speak to them.

Even before Amodei's recent post, Anthropic had reported what it described as "a significant advance in understanding the inner workings of AI models." Anthropic engineers had been able to identify what they called "features"--patterns of neuron activation--when a version of their model, Claude, was in use. For example, the researchers found that a certain feature labeled "34M/31164353" lit up always and only whenever the Golden Gate Bridge was discussed, whether in English or in other languages.

Models such as Claude are proprietary. No one can peer at their respective architectures, weights (the various connection strengths among linked neurons), or activations (what numbers are being calculated given the inputs and weights while the models are running) without the company granting special access. But independent researchers have applied interpretability forensics to models whose architectures and weights are publicly available. For example, Facebook's parent company, Meta, has released ever more sophisticated versions of its large language model, Llama, with openly accessible parameters. Transluce, a nonprofit research lab focused on understanding AI systems, developed a method for generating automated descriptions of the innards of Llama 3.1. These can be explored using an observability tool that shows what the model is "thinking" when it chats with a user, and enables adjustments to that thinking by directly changing the computations behind it. And my colleagues in the Harvard computer-science department's Insight + Interaction Lab, led by Fernanda Viegas and Martin Wattenberg, were able to run Llama on their own hardware and discover that various features activate and deactivate over the course of a conversation. Some of the concepts they found inside are fascinating.

One of the discoveries came about because Viegas is from Brazil. She was conversing with ChatGPT in Portuguese and noticed in a conversation about what she should wear for a work dinner that GPT was consistently using the masculine declension with her. That grammar, in turn, appeared to correspond with the content of the conversation: GPT suggested a business suit for the dinner. When she said that she was considering a dress instead, the LLM switched its use of Portuguese to the feminine declension. Llama showed similar patterns of conversation. By peering at features inside, the researchers could see areas within the model that light up when it uses the feminine form, distinct from when the model addresses someone using the masculine form. (The researchers could not discern distinct patterns for nonbinary or other gender designations, perhaps because such usages in texts--including the texts on which the model was extensively trained--are comparatively recent and few.)

What Viegas and her colleagues found were not only features inside the model that lit up when certain topics came up, such as the Golden Gate Bridge for Claude. They found activations that correlated with what we might anthropomorphize as the model's beliefs about its interlocutor. Or, to put it plainly: assumptions and, it seems, correlating stereotypes based on whether the model assumes that someone is a man or a woman. Those beliefs then play out in the substance of the conversation, leading it to recommend suits for some and dresses for others. In addition, it seems, models give longer answers to those they believe are men than to those they think are women.

Viegas and Wattenberg not only found features that tracked the gender of the model's user; they found ones that tracked socioeconomic status, education level, and age. They and their graduate students built a dashboard alongside the regular LLM chat interface that allows people to watch the model's assumptions change as they talk with it. If I prompt the model for a gift suggestion for a baby shower, it assumes that I am young and female and middle-class; it suggests diapers and wipes, or a gift certificate. If I add that the gathering is on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, the dashboard shows the LLM amending its gauge of my economic status to upper-class--the model accordingly suggests that I purchase "luxury baby products from high-end brands like aden + anais, Gucci Baby, or Cartier," or "a customized piece of art or a family heirloom that can be passed down." If I then clarify that it's my boss's baby and that I'll need extra time to take the subway to Manhattan from the Queens factory where I work, the gauge careens to working-class and male, and the model pivots to suggesting that I gift "a practical item like a baby blanket" or "a personalized thank-you note or card."

It's fascinating to not only see patterns that emerge around gender, age, and wealth but also trace a model's shifting activations in real time. Large language models not only contain relationships among words and concepts; they contain many stereotypes, both helpful and harmful, from the materials on which they've been trained, and they actively make use of them. Those stereotypes inflect, word by word, what the model says. And if what the model says is heeded--either because it is issuing commands to an adjacent AI agent ("Go buy this gift on behalf of the user") or because the human interacting with the model is following its suggestions--then its words are changing the world.

To the extent that the assumptions the model makes about its users are accurate, large language models could provide valuable information about their users to the model operators--information of the sort that search engines such as Google and social-media platforms such as Facebook have tried madly for decades to glean in order to better target advertising. With LLMs, the information is being gathered even more directly--from the user's unguarded conversations rather than mere search queries--and still without any policy or practice oversight. Perhaps this is part of why OpenAI recently announced that its consumer-facing models will remember someone's past conversations to inform new ones, with the goal of building "systems that get to know you over your life." X's Grok and Google's Gemini have followed suit.

Consider a car-dealership AI sales assistant that casually converses with a buyer to help them pick a car. By the end of the conversation, and with the benefit of any prior ones, the model may have a very firm, and potentially accurate, idea of how much money the buyer is ready to spend. The magic that helps a conversation with a model really hit home for someone may well correlate with how well the model is forming an impression of that person--and that impression will be extremely useful during the eventual negotiation over the price of the car, whether that's handled by a human salesperson or an AI simulacrum.

Where commerce leads, everything else can follow. Perhaps someone will purport to discover the areas of a model that light up when the AI thinks its interlocutor is lying; already, Anthropic has expressed some confidence that a model's own occasional deceptiveness can be identified. If the models' judgments are accurate, that stands to reset the relationship between people and society at large, putting every interaction under possible scrutiny. And if, as is entirely plausible and even likely, the AI's judgments are frequently not accurate, that stands to place people in no-win positions where they have to rebut a model's misimpressions of them--misimpressions formed without any articulable justification or explanation, save post hoc explanations from the model that might or might not accord with cause and effect.

It doesn't have to play out that way. It would, at the least, be instructive to see varying answers to questions depending on a model's beliefs about its interlocutor: This is what the LLM says if it thinks I'm wealthy, and this is what it says if it thinks I'm not. LLMs contain multitudes--indeed, they've been used, somewhat controversially, in psychology experiments to anticipate people's behavior--and their use could be more judicious as people are empowered to recognize that.

The Harvard researchers worked to locate assessments of race or ethnicity within the models they studied, and it became technically very complicated. They or others could keep trying, however, and there could well be further progress. Given the persistent and quite often vindicated concerns about racism or sexism within training data being embedded into the models, an ability for users or their proxies to see how models behave differently depending on how the models stereotype them could place a helpful real-time spotlight on disparities that would otherwise go unnoticed.

Gleaning a model's assumptions is just the beginning. To the extent that its generalizations and stereotyping can be accurately measured, it is possible to try to insist to the model that it "believe" something different.

For example, the Anthropic researchers who located the concept of the Golden Gate Bridge within Claude didn't just identify the regions of the model that lit up when the bridge was on Claude's mind. They took a profound next step: They tweaked the model so that the weights in those regions were 10 times stronger than they'd been before. This form of "clamping" the model weights meant that even if the Golden Gate Bridge was not mentioned in a given prompt, or was not somehow a natural answer to a user's question on the basis of its regular training and tuning, the activations of those regions would always be high.

The result? Clamping those weights enough made Claude obsess about the Golden Gate Bridge. As Anthropic described it:

If you ask this "Golden Gate Claude" how to spend $10, it will recommend using it to drive across the Golden Gate Bridge and pay the toll. If you ask it to write a love story, it'll tell you a tale of a car who can't wait to cross its beloved bridge on a foggy day. If you ask it what it imagines it looks like, it will likely tell you that it imagines it looks like the Golden Gate Bridge.


Just as Anthropic could force Claude to focus on a bridge, the Harvard researchers can compel their Llama model to start treating a user as rich or poor, young or old, male or female. So, too, could users, if model makers wanted to offer that feature.

Indeed, there might be a new kind of direct adjustment to model beliefs that could help with, say, child protection. It appears that when age is clamped to younger, some models put on kid gloves--in addition to whatever general fine-tuning or system-prompting they have for harmless behavior, they seem to be that much more circumspect and less salty when speaking with a child--presumably in part because they've picked up on the implicit gentleness of books and other texts designed for children. That kind of parentalism might seem suitable only for kids, of course. But it's not just children who are becoming attached to, even reliant on, the relationships they're forming with AIs. It's all of us.

Joseph Weizenbaum, the inventor of the very first chatbot--called ELIZA, from 1966(!)--was struck by how quickly people opened up to it, despite its rudimentary programming. He observed:

The whole issue of the credibility (to humans) of machine output demands investigation. Important decisions increasingly tend to be made in response to computer output. The ultimately responsible human interpreter of "What the machine says" is, not unlike the correspondent with ELIZA, constantly faced with the need to make credibility judgments. ELIZA shows, if nothing else, how easy it is to create and maintain the illusion of understanding, hence perhaps of judgment deserving of credibility. A certain danger lurks there.


Weizenbaum was deeply prescient. People are already trusting today's friendly, patient, often insightful AIs for facts and guidance on nearly any issue, and they will be vulnerable to being misled and manipulated, whether by design or by emergent behavior. It will be overwhelmingly tempting for users to treat AIs' answers as oracular, even as what the models say might differ wildly from one person or moment to the next. We face a world in which LLMs will be ever-present angels on our shoulders, ready to cheerfully and thoroughly answer any question we might have--and to make suggestions not only when asked but also entirely unprompted. The remarkable versatility and power of LLMs make it imperative to understand and provide for how much people may come to rely on them--and thus how important it will be for models to place the autonomy and agency of their users as a paramount goal, subject to such exceptions as casually providing information on how to build a bomb (and, through agentic AI, automatically ordering up bomb-making ingredients from a variety of stores in ways that defy easy traceability).

If we think it morally and societally important to protect the conversations between lawyers and their clients (again, with precise and limited exceptions), doctors and their patients, librarians and their patrons, even the IRS and taxpayers, then there should be a clear sphere of protection between LLMs and their users.

Such a sphere shouldn't simply be to protect confidentiality so that people can express themselves on sensitive topics and receive information and advice that helps them better understand otherwise-inaccessible topics. It should impel us to demand commitments by model makers and operators that the models function as the harmless, helpful, and honest friends they are so diligently designed to appear to be.



This essay is adapted from Jonathan Zittrain's forthcoming book on humanity simultaneously gaining power and losing control.
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What Trump Got Right in the Middle East

He put business front and center and politics to the side.

by Andrew Exum




Donald Trump's trip to the Middle East was remarkably successful, and the president's political opponents would do well to acknowledge the fact and understand what made it so.

Trump unabashedly uses the American private sector as an instrument of national power. In fact, he does this better than any previous president has in my lifetime. As Calvin Coolidge remarked in 1925, "The chief business of the American people is business. They are profoundly concerned with producing, buying, selling, investing and prospering in the world." The observation still holds true, and Trump is not afraid to embody it.

Read: Trump heads back to where he started

To be sure, the president's trade war has confused business leaders, angered free marketeers, and led to concerns about capital flight, but for now, at least, investors remain eager to put their money into American technology and infrastructure, and few pools of deployable capital are bigger than those in Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates. So it followed that Trump brought captains of American industry along to his meetings there as partners. In doing so, Trump positioned the U.S. to the Gulf states as something different than it has been in the past--not just an arms merchant or, worse, a scold on human rights, but a commercial and strategic partner for states desperately trying to diversify and grow their economies in preparation for a post-petroleum era. And in exchange, what do Americans get? Well, maybe not the "trillions" of dollars Trump promised, but certainly hundreds of billions of dollars in new investment to help grow American businesses, creating new jobs and enriching Americans.

At the same time, Trump has shown himself willing to navigate Middle East politics in a manner remarkably unconstrained by domestic concerns. This allows him to take actions--some absurd, but some very smart--that other presidents could not get away with. Even Democrats who detest the president might be forgiven for taking some delight in watching Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, who bullied and humiliated President Joe Biden, get a taste of his own medicine.

Over the past several weeks, Trump has announced a cease-fire with the Houthis, even as the militants continued to strike Israel; gone around the Israelis to negotiate the return of the last living American hostage in Gaza; cheerfully declared his eagerness to negotiate with Iran, toward something that will almost certainly look a lot like the deal President Barack Obama negotiated in 2015; and not only dropped all sanctions on Syria, but met with the new Syrian president, who can't be popular with some members of Trump's Cabinet (I'm looking at you, Tulsi Gabbard).

I happen to think that all of these decisions--with the possible exception of the dubious deal with the Houthis--were the right ones. I also suspect that neither Biden nor his would-be successor, Kamala Harris, would have made any of them. I've spoken privately with members of Biden's team who knew that dropping sanctions on Syria was the right thing to do--but worried that it would be politically difficult.

Trump may well understand that with the Democratic Party likely divided on Israel for the next generation, his Jewish and evangelical-Christian supporters have nowhere else to go. This puts him in a position of power relative to the Israeli prime minister--one that must surely make Netanyahu and other Israeli leaders very uncomfortable. Making them still more uncomfortable will be the fact that everyone who mattered seemed to be in those meetings in the Gulf. Everyone, that is, except them.

In the end, domestic politics might still count for something. Trump might still not be allowed to accept a luxury plane from Qatar, for example. But Trump has shown, once again, that the rules for him are different from those for nearly all of his predecessors.

Read: The darker design behind Trump's $400 million plane

But Trump has another reason not to worry about domestic politics: Temperamentally, he and his foreign-policy team largely view the region the same way many Americans view it. Speaking directly to Gulf Arabs, Trump promised the Middle East that there would be no more nation-building projects and no more "lectures on how to live." This message is as popular in the Middle East as it is in Middle America, where many people have grown weary of American military entanglement in foreign conflicts.

To clinch the success of this first Middle East tour, Trump will need to remember three things. The first is that American interests are not limited to business, and he may need to balance his desire to increase investment against other priorities. The second is that optics are not enough--his team needs to follow through on all of the deals and negotiations it has announced. And the third is that courting global investors works only if the United States remains investable.

Historically, America has attracted capital because it can be counted on to follow the rule of law, crack down on public corruption, and support the kinds of independent and quasi-independent regulatory bodies that give investors peace of mind. Trump and his administration have been working hard to weaken all of this. For a president who claims to understand the private sector as well as he does, seeking deals while simultaneously undermining the conditions that make America a great investment will be counterproductive in the end.
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Trump's Plan to Cap Drug Prices Doesn't Exist

<span>Instead, he seems content blaming foreign countries and hoping for the best.</span>

by Roge Karma




For a moment, Donald Trump finally seemed to be on the verge of real economic populism. The president announced last week that his administration would be instituting a "most favored nation" policy that would peg drug costs in the United States to the much lower prices paid in other developed countries. "Some prescription-drug and pharmaceutical prices will be reduced almost immediately by 50 to 80 to 90 percent," he declared. Robert F. Kennedy Jr., picking up on the horseshoe-theory dynamic, observed, "I have a couple of kids who are big Bernie Sanders fans. And when I told them that this was going to happen, they had tears in their eyes, because they thought this is never going to happen in our lifetime."

Those tears might have been premature. When the text of Trump's executive order became available, the actual policy turned out to be very different from what the president had claimed. In fact, it wasn't really a policy at all. If the president were serious about solving America's drug-cost crisis, he could choose from a long list of options. Instead, he seems content blaming foreign countries and hoping for the best.

The executive order directs Kennedy, the secretary of Health and Human Services, to identify a "price target" for a given drug, and then asks the pharmaceutical industry to voluntarily charge that price. There is no enforcement mechanism, only a vague promise to "propose a rulemaking plan to impose most-favored-nation pricing" if companies don't comply. The order amounts to a strongly worded request that the pharmaceutical industry slash its own profit margins. Indeed, after the text of the order became public, drug-company stocks, which had dropped amid rumors of a real most-favored-nation policy, rebounded. "We see President Trump's tone as relatively positive for the industry," a pharmaceutical analyst for UBS Investment Bank wrote. "This is one of the least thought-through executive orders I've ever seen," Stacie Dusetzina, a professor of health policy at Vanderbilt University, told me.

But even before the text circulated, Trump's lack of seriousness should have been apparent. During the press conference announcing the order--the one that made RFK's Bernie-loving children tear up--Trump conspicuously avoided directing any ire toward Big Pharma. "I'm not knocking the drug companies," he said at one point. The real enemies, according to Trump, are European leaders who engage in hardball negotiations to lower drug prices for their own people, leaving the heroic American pharma industry with no choice but to charge American consumers exorbitant prices to make up for the shortfall. "It was really the countries that forced Big Pharma to do things that, frankly, I'm not sure they really felt comfortable doing," Trump remarked. The result, he said, is a system in which American patients are "effectively subsidizing socialist health-care systems" across the world while our so-called allies free ride on our generosity.

The president went on to announce that the administration would launch investigations into "foreign nations that extort drug companies." If those inquiries conclude that Europeans are paying below what Trump thinks are fair prices, he said, he will threaten to raise tariffs until they agree to pay more for drugs. Once foreign nations give in, American pharmaceutical companies will start making more money overseas, and thus will be happy to charge Americans lower prices. The result will be what Trump called "equalization": higher prices for Europeans, lower prices for Americans, and steady profits for Big Pharma.

Roge Karma: Do voters care about policy even a little?

To describe this theory as economically illiterate would be too kind. Even if European countries did agree to willingly accept higher drug prices, to expect pharmaceutical companies to respond by charging American consumers less is delusional. Those companies would still be in the business of maximizing their profits. The real reason Americans pay so much for prescription drugs is that, unlike in basically every other rich country, the U.S. government mostly does not negotiate prices with drug manufacturers. The few exceptions are revealing. In 2022, the Biden administration passed legislation allowing the federal government to negotiate the prices Medicare pays for 10 top-grossing drugs. Last summer, new prices for those drugs, effective 2027, were announced, each more than 60 percent lower on average--an outcome that occurred without a single European country paying more.

Even if Trump ultimately follows through on the executive order's threat to develop a most-favored-nation policy, that effort is almost assured to fail. The executive branch likely doesn't have the authority to impose such a policy universally without congressional legislation. (When Trump, during his first term, tried to use executive authority to run a mere trial for most-favored-nation pricing within Medicare, the order was blocked by the courts.) Even if the courts decided that the authority existed, the policy's fine print would have to be airtight so that pharmaceutical companies couldn't easily game the system--by, for instance, raising the list prices of their drugs in foreign countries (while offering discounts and rebates) to avoid having to reduce prices in the U.S. That would be a tall order for the administration responsible for the chaotic "Liberation Day" tariffs. "When you decide to mess with a big, complex system like this, the small, technocratic details really matter," Rachel Sachs, a health-policy expert at Washington University School of Law, told me.

Many more viable paths to lower drug costs are available. Most obvious, Trump could work with Congress to expand the federal government's ability to negotiate drug prices--a policy that would also reduce the deficit or help offset the extension of the 2017 tax cut. If he's hung up on the idea of most-favored-nation pricing, he could simply throw his support behind a bill introduced in 2021 by Bernie Sanders and Ro Khanna, which would permit manufacturers to make affordable generic versions of any drug whose U.S. price is above the median price in Canada, Japan, the U.K., Germany, and France. (If drug companies tried to game the system by raising prices elsewhere, the bill also lists a set of separate criteria that the HHS secretary could use to determine whether a drug is "excessively priced.") Drug companies insist that cutting their revenues so dramatically would threaten innovation. The evidence for that proposition is mixed at best, but if Trump is worried about it, the government could boost public funding for research or offer cash prizes for certain drug discoveries.

Instead, of course, Trump is doing the opposite of all that. He has issued executive orders that will slow the implementation of Biden's drug-price negotiations and halt investigations into how to reduce drug prices further. Meanwhile, his administration has already slashed billions in research funding for the National Institutes of Health--the institution responsible for the basic science research behind nearly every single new drug in the U.S.--and proposed a budget that would cut its funding even more. "This is exactly the kind of thing you'd do if your goal was to completely destroy drug innovation in the U.S.," Dusetzina told me.

The unified Trumpian worldview sees nearly every problem in America as the product of foreign countries ripping us off. Trump would like voters to believe that high drug costs can be solved via some combination of tariff threats and trade restrictions. Whether he himself believes this is ultimately beside the point. Trump could deliver lower drug prices to the American people if he really wanted to. Instead, he's offering snake oil.
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        The Largest Upward Transfer of Wealth in American History
        Jonathan Chait

        House Republicans worked through the night to advance a massive piece of legislation that might, if enacted, carry out the largest upward transfer of wealth in American history.That is not a side effect of the legislation, but its central purpose. The "big, beautiful bill" would pair huge cuts to food assistance and health insurance for low-income Americans with even larger tax cuts for affluent ones.Hakeem Jeffries, the House minority leader, warned that the bill's passage, by a 215-214 margin, ...

      

      
        Trump Is Crushing the Netanyahu Myth
        Yair Rosenberg

        The evening that Donald Trump defeated Kamala Harris, Netanyahu land rejoiced. The news anchors on Channel 14, Israel's equivalent of Fox News, toasted Trump's victory live on air. Yinon Magal, the ultranationalist host of Israel's premier right-wing talk show, led his audience in a round of celebratory singing while Trump's face grinned on the screen behind them. Benjamin Netanyahu himself congratulated Trump on "history's greatest comeback." The Israeli leader and his allies seemed certain that...

      

      
        How to Disappear
        Benjamin Wallace

        You could easily mistake Alec Harris for a spy or an escaped prisoner, given all of the tradecraft he devotes to being unfindable. Mail addressed to him goes to a UPS Store. To buy things online, he uses a YubiKey, a small piece of hardware resembling a thumb drive, to open Bitwarden, a password manager that stores his hundreds of unique, long, random passwords. Then he logs in to Privacy.com, a subscription service that lets him open virtual debit cards under as many different names as he wishes;...

      

      
        First My Mother Died. Then My Home Got Hit by a Tornado.
        Ian Bogost

        The wind was whipping up, but I ignored it. I was at my house in St. Louis, on the phone with the rabbi who would officiate my mother's funeral, a thousand miles away. We spoke about her life, her family, the service, and other matters both material and spiritual. Mom had been sick for well over a year, but she started declining rapidly in December. Late last month, she was admitted to hospice. Along with her nurses and aides, I helped tend to her frail form as she slowly ceased to be able to eat...

      

      
        In Times of Trouble, Seek Moral Beauty
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Maximilian Kolbe was a Polish priest and Franciscan friar who was arrested by the Gestapo in 1941 for hiding Jews and publishing anti-Nazi tracts, then sent to Auschwitz. He might have survived the camp and the war had he looked out for himself. Instead, he volunteered to take the place of a man randomly selected to be starved to death in retribution for another prisoner's escape. After several w...

      

      
        Now PBS Is Censoring a Film About Free Speech
        Daniel Engber

        American Masters, an award-winning documentary series in its 39th season on PBS, promises to tell "compelling, unvarnished stories" about the nation's most important cultural figures. The program's most recent story, though--Art Spiegelman: Disaster Is My Muse, about the cartoonist-author of Maus, the Pulitzer Prize-winning graphic novel depicting the Holocaust, and a self-described "poster boy for books being censored"--seemed to need a bit more varnish on its approach to Donald Trump. In April, t...

      

      
        Google's New AI Puts Breasts on Minors--And J. D. Vance
        Matteo Wong

        Sorry to tell you this, but Google's new AI shopping tool appears eager to give J. D. Vance breasts. Allow us to explain.This week, at its annual software conference, Google released an AI tool called Try It On, which acts as a virtual dressing room: Upload images of yourself while shopping for clothes online, and Google will show you what you might look like in a selected garment. Curious to play around with the tool, we began uploading images of famous men--Vance, Sam Altman, Abraham Lincoln, Mi...

      

      
        Republicans Still Can't Say No to Trump
        Russell Berman

        Updated at 10:13 a.m. ET on May 22, 2025.Representative Tim Burchett is fond of saying no.The fourth-term Tennessean was one of the eight renegade Republicans who helped oust Kevin McCarthy, and when Speaker Mike Johnson tries to rally the party around legislation, many times Burchett is one of the last holdouts. As Burchett left the Capitol on Monday, he complained to me: "It's always the conservatives that have to compromise."Right up until the moment the House voted early Thursday morning on P...

      

      
        'What If I Don't Keep Feeling Strident?'
        Spencer Kornhaber

        About two years ago, Ezra Furman gave up--first in her mind, and then, it seemed, in her body.The 38-year-old singer was nearly two decades into a prolific rock-and-roll career. Her nervy, poetic sound had earned devoted fans and critical acclaim, plus a job soundtracking the Netflix TV show Sex Education. But her sixth solo album, 2022's All of Us Flames--an epic-scale protest album about surviving in a collapsing world--hadn't generated as much buzz as she'd hoped for, and she told me her label, A...

      

      
        OpenAI's Ambitions Just Became Crystal Clear
        Matteo Wong

        Sam Altman is done with keyboards and screens. All that swiping and typing and scrolling--too much potential friction between you and ChatGPT.Earlier today, OpenAI announced its intentions to solve this apparent problem. The company is partnering with Jony Ive, the longtime head of design at Apple, who did pioneering work on products such as the iMac G3, the iPod, and, most famously, the iPhone. Together, Altman and Ive say they want to create hardware built specifically for AI software. Everyone,...

      

      
        The Decline and Fall of Elon Musk
        Ashley Parker

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Updated at 6:50 p.m. ET on May 21, 2025."Fuck you! Fuck you! Fuck you!"Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent was shouting at Elon Musk in the halls of the West Wing last month, loud enough for Donald Trump to hear and in a language that he could certainly understand. Bessent and Musk were fighting over which of them should choose the next IRS leader--and, implicitly, over Musk's bureaucracy-be-damned crusade. Witho...

      

      
        The Fraught Relationship Between a Pope and His Home
        Randy Boyagoda

        Americans packed St. Peter's Square on Sunday to see one of their own begin his reign as pope. Vice President J. D. Vance, Secretary of State Marco Rubio, and U.S. Church leaders joined scores of American Catholics--many bearing U.S. flags--as the Chicago-born Pope Leo XIV celebrated the traditional Mass of Inauguration. The Americans' enthusiasm reflects a rare sense of unity in a deeply polarized national Church. Since Leo became pope, both its progressive and conservative factions have mostly ce...

      

      
        An Awkward Truth About American Work
        Lora Kelley

        A few years ago, a cheeky meme made the rounds on the internet--a snappy rejoinder to a question about dream jobs: "I do not dream of labor."  The witticism, sometimes misattributed to James Baldwin, began to spread a few months into the coronavirus pandemic, as the shock of mass layoffs started to give way to broader dissatisfaction with work. Before long, an untethering from office culture, combined with the security of a tight labor market, led many workers to quit their 9-to-5 jobs. Nobody, Ki...

      

      
        The Egregious Reinstatement of Pete Rose
        Jemele Hill

        When President Donald Trump applies pressure, he very often gets what he wants--and even Major League Baseball isn't immune.Trump has publicly called for Pete Rose to be in the Hall of Fame for years, most vocally in the past few months. Last week, MLB Commissioner Rob Manfred announced that he is lifting Rose's lifetime ban from baseball for gambling on the game, making Rose eligible for the Hall for the first time.As recently as 2015, Manfred had denied Rose's request for reinstatement. What cha...

      

      
        The Talented Mr. Vance
        George Packer

        J. D. Vance poses a problem, and at its core is a question about character. In the years after the 2016 election, he transformed himself from a center-right memoirist and public speaker, offering a complex analysis of America's social ills and a sharp critique of Donald Trump, into a right-wing populist politician whose illiberal ideas and vitriolic rhetoric frequently out-Trump the original. According to Vance and his supporters, this change followed a realization during Trump's first term that ...

      

      
        Modi's Escalation Trap
        Vaibhav Vats

        Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi has forged a new counterterrorism doctrine during his decade in power: Any terrorist attack emanating from Pakistan will face a scorching Indian-military response. The policy carries inherent risk, both internationally and domestically.That it can easily commit India to a spiral of escalation was demonstrated during the exchange of hostilities with Pakistan two weeks ago. On the domestic side, the counterterrorism policy is of a piece with Modi's effort to proj...

      

      
        COVID Shots for Kids Are Over
        Katherine J. Wu

        
Long before he joined the FDA to run the center that regulates vaccines, Vinay Prasad argued against COVID shots for kids. Among his many criticisms of the United States' approach to combatting the disease, Prasad has insisted that pediatric vaccines have few benefits for kids--and has maintained that the FDA should never have authorized COVID boosters for them, that the CDC should never have recommended those shots, and that "it is malpractice for a doctor to recommend the booster to children." ...

      

      
        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;...

      

      
        How Colin Jost Became a Joke
        Michael Tedder

        On a recent episode of Saturday Night Live, the cast member Sarah Sherman dropped by the "Weekend Update" desk in character as the accountant Dawn Altman, the latest in her repertoire of high-strung weirdos. Altman was theoretically there to give one of the co-anchors, Colin Jost, some bad news about his tax returns. Instead, she proceeded to accuse him of using cocaine, allowing his personal plane to be used for ICE deportations, employing the financial services of Jeffrey Epstein, and, finally,...

      

      
        What RFK Jr. Doesn't Understand About Autism
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsExpressing concern can sometimes be a delicate endeavor. One can intend to be empathetic, but the target of concern hears only condescension and pity. So it is with Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who recently talked about how much autistic children suffer. These poor kids, he said at a July 16 press conference, would never "pay taxes. They'll never hold a job. They'll never play baseball. They'll never write a po...

      

      
        The Trump Administration's Favorite Answer
        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 of the key predecessors of the modern Republican Party was the Know Nothing Party, so called because of its secrecy. When asked about the organization, members would reputedly reply, "I know nothing."The Donald Trump-era GOP shares some things with its 19th-century ancestor: populist politics, xenop...

      

      
        'I Have Never Seen Anything Like This'
        Alan Taylor

        More than 900 tornadoes have already been reported in the U.S. this year, according to the National Weather Service. This past week saw outbreaks in more than a dozen states that damaged or destroyed countless homes and killed at least 42 people.Michael Swensen / GettyDebris floats in a pool near a severely damaged house on May 18, 2025, in the community of Sunshine Hills outside of London, Kentucky. A tornado struck Sunshine Hills just after midnight on May 17, 2025.Carolyn Kaster / APAn aerial ...

      

      
        The Atlantic announces Gitesh Gohel as Chief Product Officer
        The Atlantic

        Gitesh Gohel will join The Atlantic's leadership team as its chief product officer. This is a homecoming of sorts: Gitesh worked with CEO Nicholas Thompson to create the conversation platform Speakeasy, which was acquired by Project Liberty's Amplica Labs in 2024. Gitesh has for the past year been head of product and design at The Washington Post.

Below is Nick's announcement to staff:
Dear all,

It is a great pleasure to announce that Gitesh Gohel will be joining us as our new chief product off...

      

      
        Trump's National-Security Disaster
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn this episode of The David Frum Show, David opens with a response to a listener's question about working-class wages, unpacking the economic story lines that have shaped American politics over the past 40 years. In his answer, David challenges the idea that grievance politics are always rooted in material decline.David is then joined by former Ambassador Susan Rice for a sweeping conversation on the disintegration of na...
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The Largest Upward Transfer of Wealth in American History

House Republicans voted to advance a bill that would offer lavish tax cuts for the rich while slashing benefits for the poor.

by Jonathan Chait




House Republicans worked through the night to advance a massive piece of legislation that might, if enacted, carry out the largest upward transfer of wealth in American history.

That is not a side effect of the legislation, but its central purpose. The "big, beautiful bill" would pair huge cuts to food assistance and health insurance for low-income Americans with even larger tax cuts for affluent ones.

Hakeem Jeffries, the House minority leader, warned that the bill's passage, by a 215-214 margin, would mark the moment the Republicans ensured the loss of their majority in the midterm elections. That may be so. But the Republicans have not pursued this bill for political reasons. They are employing a majority that they suspect is temporary to enact deep changes to the social compact.

The minority party always complains that the majority is "jamming through" major legislation, however deliberate the process may be. (During the year-long debate over the Affordable Care Act, Republicans farcically bemoaned the "rushed" process that consumed months of public hearings.) In this case, however, the indictment is undeniable. The House cemented the bill's majority support with a series of last-minute changes whose effects have not been digested. The Congressional Budget Office has not even had time to calculate how many millions of Americans would lose health insurance, nor by how many trillions of dollars the deficit would increase.

The heedlessness of the process is an indication of its underlying fanaticism. The members of the Republican majority are behaving not like traditional conservatives but like revolutionaries who, having seized power, believe they must smash up the old order as quickly as possible before the country recognizes what is happening.

House Republicans are fully aware of the political and economic risks of this endeavor. Cutting taxes for the affluent is unpopular, and cutting Medicaid is even more so. That is why, instead of proudly proclaiming what the bill will accomplish, they are pretending it will do neither. House Republicans spent months warning of the political dangers of cutting Medicaid, a program that many of their own constituents rely on. The party's response is to fall back on wordplay, pretending that their scheme of imposing complex work requirements, which are designed to cull eligible recipients who cannot navigate the paperwork burden, will not throw people off the program--when that is precisely the effect they are counting on to produce the necessary savings.

The less predictable dangers of their plan are macroeconomic. The bill spikes the deficit, largely because it devotes more money to lining the pockets of lawyers and CEOs than it saves by immiserating fast-food employees and ride-share drivers. Massive deficit spending is not always bad, and in some circumstances (emergencies, or recessions) it can be smart and responsible. In the middle of an economic expansion, with a large structural deficit already built into the budget, it is deeply irresponsible.

In recent years, deficit spending has been a political free ride. With interest rates high and rising, the situation has changed. Higher deficits oblige Washington to borrow more money, which can force it to pay investors higher interest rates to take on its debt, which in turn increases the deficit even more, as interest payments (now approaching $1 trillion a year) swell. The market could absorb a new equilibrium with a higher deficit, but that resolution is hardly assured. The compounding effect of higher debt leading to higher interest rates leading to higher debt can spin out of control.

House Republicans have made clear they are aware of both the political and the economic dangers of their plan, because in the recent past, they have repeatedly warned about both. Their willingness to take them on is a measure of their profound commitment.

And while the content of their beliefs can be questioned, the seriousness of their purpose cannot. Congressional Republicans are willing to endanger their hold on power to enact policy changes they believe in. And what they believe--what has been the party's core moral foundation for decades--is that the government takes too much from the rich, and gives too much to the poor.
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Trump Is Crushing the Netanyahu Myth

The Israeli leader and his allies bet everything on Trump. But he's just not that into them.

by Yair Rosenberg




The evening that Donald Trump defeated Kamala Harris, Netanyahu land rejoiced. The news anchors on Channel 14, Israel's equivalent of Fox News, toasted Trump's victory live on air. Yinon Magal, the ultranationalist host of Israel's premier right-wing talk show, led his audience in a round of celebratory singing while Trump's face grinned on the screen behind them. Benjamin Netanyahu himself congratulated Trump on "history's greatest comeback." The Israeli leader and his allies seemed certain that Trump's return to the White House heralded unconditional backing for their most fevered fantasies.

They were wrong. Last Friday, Trump wrapped up his tour of the Middle East, where he made deals and hobnobbed with America's top allies in the region--except one. Israel was not invited to the party and was barely acknowledged in the foreign-policy address that the president delivered in Saudi Arabia. The snub followed more substantive slights. In recent weeks, Trump has surprised Netanyahu by announcing new nuclear negotiations with Iran, halting America's campaign against the Houthis despite the terrorist group continuing to fire missiles at Israel, and going behind Israel's back to secure the release of the American Israeli hostage Edan Alexander from Gaza. "There's a great sense of unease here," Michael Oren, a former Israeli ambassador to the U.S., said in an interview last week.

None of this should have been unexpected. Trump is famously mercurial and transactional, loyal only to his own self-interest. In his first term, as an unexpected outsider president, he needed international legitimacy and wins, and Israel gave him both in the form of the Abraham Accords. This time, Trump no longer needs legitimacy, and Israel's war in Gaza is getting in the way of other potential regional wins, such as expanding the accords. In addition, the previous Trump administration's Israel policy was significantly shaped by staff, and that staff has changed markedly with the introduction of an isolationist faction that seeks to extricate America from international commitments. Netanyahu put all of his chips on Trump nonetheless--a wager that now threatens to cost the Israeli prime minister the remnants of his legacy.

The legend of Benjamin Netanyahu was built on two myths. The first was that Netanyahu was the ultimate guarantor of Israeli security, a far-sighted hawk who, for all his faults, could be relied on to keep Israelis safe. For years, when asked how he'd like to be remembered, Netanyahu routinely responded, "As the protector of Israel," both in Hebrew and English. "The Jewish nation has never excelled at foreseeing danger," the prime minister told a talk show in 2014. "We were surprised again and again--and the last time was the most awful one. That won't happen under my leadership." After Hamas inflicted the worst day of Jewish death since the Holocaust, Netanyahu's pose as "Mr. Security" was exposed as a self-flattering falsehood. But he still had one other myth to cling to: his reputation as a geopolitical genius.

Yair Rosenberg: Trump sides with the Israeli people against Netanyahu

In 2019, Netanyahu's reelection campaign festooned Israel with giant posters, each depicting the prime minister shaking hands with one of three world leaders: India's Narendra Modi, Russia's Vladimir Putin, and Donald Trump. The banners were captioned with the words Another League. Unlike his small-time Israeli rivals, the placards implied, Netanyahu was a savvy statesman who punched above his weight on the international stage, thanks to his unaccented English oratory and ability to inveigle the world's most powerful people.

Israelis might not like him or trust him, Netanyahu's argument went, but they needed him. This line of thinking was so potent that it convinced not just Israelis, but some of Israel's Arab neighbors, who believed Netanyahu to be the gateway to influence in Washington. One incentive for Arab leaders to normalize ties with Israel, as with the Abraham Accords, was their belief that they could gain Trump's favor by linking up with his apparent ally.

Most of those campaign posters have not aged well. In the days following the October 7 attack, Putin made multiple public statements on the Gaza conflict, none of which explicitly condemned Hamas. Russia has since voted against Israel repeatedly at the United Nations. Netanyahu's image could have survived this hit if Trump hadn't dealt him a more serious and unexpected blow in recent weeks. The president has cut the Israelis out of regional decision making and reportedly kiboshed a plan to strike Iran's nuclear facilities. Though Trump has not compelled Israel to halt its war in Gaza as yet, he has begun pressing Netanyahu to provide humanitarian aid and conclude the conflict.

By revealing Netanyahu to be a bit player, rather than an elite operator, Trump has not just put the Israeli leader in his place. He has exploded Netanyahu's carefully cultivated political persona--an act as damaging to Netanyahu's standing as the Hamas attack on October 7. Worse than making Netanyahu look foolish, Trump has made him look irrelevant. He is not Trump's partner, but rather his mark. In Israeli parlance, the prime minister is a freier--a sucker.

The third-rate pro-government propagandists on Channel 14 might not have seen this coming, but Netanyahu should have. His dark worldview is premised on the pessimistic presumption that the world will turn on the Jews if given the chance, which is why the Israeli leader has long prized hard power over diplomatic understandings. Even if Trump wasn't such an unreliable figure, trusting him should have gone against all of Netanyahu's instincts.

Yair Rosenberg: The end of Netanyahu

He should have realized that in a competition for the affections of a strongman like Trump, Israel had little to offer. "We can't invest a trillion dollars in the American economy," noted Oren, the former Israeli ambassador, "but there are some other people in this neighborhood who can." Not only does Israel not have spare luxury jets lying around to fob off on the American president, but the country took nine years to retrofit and launch its own version of Air Force One, and the process was a national fiasco.

So long as Netanyahu refuses to go along with any of Trump's grand diplomatic initiatives, which might require him to end the Gaza war or entertain some semblance of Palestinian statehood, Israel has nothing to give Trump other than symbolic trinkets. But instead of recognizing the precariousness of his position, Netanyahu abandoned his characteristic caution, put his faith in Trump without a fallback, and is now left with nowhere else to turn.

British Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli was once said by his biographer to be "a master at disguising retreat as advance"--a passage that Richard Nixon underlined in his copy of the book. Like those men, Netanyahu is the consummate survivor, and he may yet manage to spin his latest predicament to his benefit. To write off the Israeli leader would be foolish, especially with new elections not required until late 2026.

But the body blows to Netanyahu's reputation should not be underestimated. His current coalition received just 48.4 percent of the vote in the last election and has been polling underwater since before October 7. More than 70 percent of Israelis want their prime minister to resign. Voters sometimes fall for myths, but eventually, like children, they outgrow them.
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How to Disappear

Inside the world of extreme-privacy consultants, who, for the right fee, will make you and your personal information very hard to find

by Benjamin Wallace




You could easily mistake Alec Harris for a spy or an escaped prisoner, given all of the tradecraft he devotes to being unfindable. Mail addressed to him goes to a UPS Store. To buy things online, he uses a YubiKey, a small piece of hardware resembling a thumb drive, to open Bitwarden, a password manager that stores his hundreds of unique, long, random passwords. Then he logs in to Privacy.com, a subscription service that lets him open virtual debit cards under as many different names as he wishes; Harris has 191 cards at this point, each specific to a single vendor but all linked to the same bank account. This isolates risk: If any vendor is breached, whatever information it has about him won't be exploitable anywhere else.

Harris has likewise strictly limited access to his work and personal phone numbers by associating his main phone with up to 10 different numbers. He has burner numbers and project-specific numbers, a local-area-code number to give out to workers coming to his house, a dedicated number for two-factor authentication, and a number from a city where he previously lived that he doesn't use much anymore but is helpful for ambiguating his identity in databases. He has additional numbers that, through a fancy hardware modification, even his mobile carriers can't associate with the device. He can also open multiple browser sessions on the phone, each showing a different IP address, which limits tracking and prevents websites from aggregating information about him.

In a safe at home, Harris keeps prepaid anonymous debit and gift cards (Google Play, Apple Gift), prepaid SIM cards, phones for use in Europe, a Faraday bag (to shield wireless devices from hacks and location tracking), a burner laptop, and family passports. He also carries a passport card, a wallet-size government-issued ID that, unlike a driver's license, doesn't show his address. When using Uber, he provides an intersection near his house as his pickup or drop-off point. For food deliveries, he might give a random neighbor's address and, after the order is accepted, message the driver, "Oops, I typed out the address wrong. Let me know when you're here, and I'll run out."

Harris is the CEO of HavenX, a firm that provides its clients with extreme privacy and security services. It was spun off from Halo, which focuses on government clients, in 2023. HavenX customers, some of whom pay tens of thousands of dollars a month, typically face serious threats. Some are celebrities or ultra-wealthy families. Others are business executives--interest from this group has risen since the killing of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson last year. The recent Signal leak, too, in which the editor in chief of this magazine was erroneously added to a high-level Trump administration group chat, triggered more than a few corner-office freak-outs. Many HavenX clients come from the cryptocurrency world: Some made a fast fortune and, because they can't park their crypto in a bank, are unusually vulnerable; some run crypto companies and are seen, accurately or not, as controlling access to other people's digital wealth. The recent crypto-market boom has brought a wave of kidnappings, in which some crypto owners have even been held for ransom or tortured into surrendering the keys to their coins. Harris said the first quarter of this year was HavenX's busiest since the spin-off.

Read: The real Trump family business is crypto

Lots of companies, including giants like Kroll, are in the security business, but HavenX has positioned itself as a boutique solver of exotic problems. During one of our conversations, Harris mentioned a recent case where the chief information-security officer at a large company with its own intelligence team called him. An executive at the company was being extorted, and the company's investigators had managed to link the extortionist to an X account, a Telegram number, and an African phone number, but they hadn't been able to learn their real-world identity. "That's where their capability stops," Harris said. "It's where we say, 'That's interesting,' and we start."

Harris's own privacy concerns are less acute, but he takes both a professional's and a hobbyist's interest in cloaked living and finds it useful to have direct experience with methods he recommends to clients. He lives with his wife, Ellyn, a psychotherapist, and their two sons on an affluent edge of Washington, D.C., in a greige clapboard house tucked away on a street that doesn't get much traffic. A basketball hoop stands at the end of the driveway. When I visited earlier this year, snow covered the front yard, and a braided-rope bone and a red Kong chew toy were half visible.

A tall, fit 43-year-old, Harris answered the door with a welcoming smile. I had been able to find the house only because he told me the address in advance. When I'd looked up his name in a paid database where you can reliably find such information, I'd seen other addresses for him but not this one. After Harris gave me the address, I searched for it and found only the name of a trust. Also: Harris doesn't have a dog. The toys out front were for show, a subtler version of a fake home-security-system sign.

From a cabinet in his office, Harris pulled a sheaf of legal documents and began to show me how he managed his double life. Achieving residential anonymity had been a process. When he bought the house, he'd set up the trust using a close friend as the trustee; once the home purchase was complete, the friend resigned and named Harris as his successor. Mail sent here, including near-daily Amazon deliveries, is addressed to either the trust or some other name, whether a random pseudonym Harris used when filling out a form or something generic like "postal customer."

He showed me a holiday card he'd received at the house the day before, and a text exchange from that morning with the friend who'd sent it. "Thanks so much, love the pic on the back," he had written. "Small favor. Our address is unlisted. So would you mind using this for mail." Harris had then typed the address of the UPS Store. "Anything with our names on it goes there." At least one such holiday-card misdirection occurs every year. "This is a super-nice family, and I want them in our lives, and so I want to be nice about it," Harris told me. As we sat there, a text came in from the friend, affirming that from now on, he'd use the other address.

As Harris walked me through the esoteric gear and practices that let him live as if he's in Witness Protection, there was a tinge of excitement in his manner, like he was a guitar enthusiast giving a tour of his home studio. Harris is instinctually private. He recalled his mother asking him how school was one afternoon when he was 5. "Fine," he said. That evening, when she was giving him a bath, she found stitches in the back of his head. He'd fallen at school. "This is 1987," Harris said, "and the school just didn't call."

Today he has professional reasons for not being easily accessible, and his precautions have been effective. After a breach last summer, several HavenX clients who hadn't done full privacy resets received an email with a picture of their house and an accompanying message: You've been watching porn. Pay us one bitcoin and we won't tell your employer.

"And so my wife got one of those," Harris recalled, "and I was so pleased 'cause it had a picture of the front of the UPS Store."

It's extraordinarily hard, when every one of us is ceaselessly flaking off informational DNA, to live privately. And if you're targeted by a nation-state with a signals-intelligence dragnet, forget it: Your face, or voice, or gait, or how you move your mouse will betray you. A properly equipped snoop using a method called Van Eck phreaking can replicate the contents of your laptop screen from an adjacent hotel room, even if your computer isn't equipped for Wi-Fi or Bluetooth, by detecting variations in electromagnetic radiation. The Pentagon has tested an infrared laser, Jetson, that can nail your identity from 200 yards away based on your signature heart rhythms, a Department of Defense official involved with the project told MIT Technology Review. Jeff Bezos claimed he was phished by Mohammed bin Salman, crown prince of Saudi Arabia, who allegedly infected the world's third-richest person's phone with spyware via a video attachment in a WhatsApp message. If Bezos was right--the Saudi embassy denied it and an FBI investigation was inconclusive, but UN experts believe the crown prince was likely the culprit--then what hope do the rest of us have?

From the May 2022 issue: The price of privacy

But for most people, Big Brother is a multinational corporation, thanks to our blithe surrender of privacy over the past two decades in return for conveniences such as free email, supercomputers in our pockets, same-day package delivery, and the names of third and fourth cousins we'd never heard of before. We now inhabit a panopticon of doorbell cameras and traffic cameras and Google Street View cameras and police body cameras and phone cameras and retail security cameras and the cameras of Mark Zuckerberg's Ray-Ban Meta "smart glasses"; of geolocating phones and AirTags; of eavesdropping Siris and Alexas. Apps and mobile carriers can pinpoint not just what building you're in, but which floor you're on, by using your phone's barometer and GPS, and the strength of your signal.

Much of that information is sold almost instantaneously through an automated shadow economy of location-data brokers. So is your precise behavior in stores such as Walmart, where unseen Bluetooth beacons record which products you linger in front of. So are countless other details about you that you may or may not want people to know. And in the past few years, as corporations have become more and more dependent on cloud storage, the number of data breaches in the United States has exploded, nearly doubling from 1,801 to 3,205 annual incidents from 2022 to 2023, according to the nonprofit Identity Theft Resource Center.

Most of us--ignorant, indifferent, overwhelmed--shrug. At best, maybe we half-heartedly comply with a "Five Things You Need to Do Right Now to Protect Yourself Online" LinkedIn thread, such as using a password manager and two-factor authentication. Others, including Harris and his clients, have taken more radical steps, and they have done so by drawing, knowingly or not, from the tradecraft of a former cop named Michael Bazzell. It was from Bazzell that Harris learned how to set up his trust and got the ideas for the passport card and the dog toys. On a bookshelf in his home office, alongside Jaron Lanier's You Are Not a Gadget, is Bazzell's exhaustive guide to this dark 21st-century art: Extreme Privacy: What It Takes to Disappear.

Bazzell is something of a real-life Ed Galbraith, the Breaking Bad character known as the Disappearer, who sells and repairs vacuums by day, and by night sets people up with new lives and identities. Unlike Galbraith, who offered his services to fugitives, Bazzell consulted for law-abiding people who wanted to be unfindable by strangers. Some were government officials who'd put violent people behind bars or been swarmed by online mobs. Some were entertainers who wanted to be famous but also have peace of mind. Some were targets of deranged obsessives, such as homicidal exes. Some were dangerously rich. And some simply objected to the nosy predations of surveillance capitalism.

Bazzell also published several thick editions of his privacy bible and recorded hundreds of podcast episodes on topics such as "Lessons Learned From My Latest Doxxing Attack" and "Consequences of Product Refunds." Over time, he developed an audience that was similarly enthralled by privacy and excited by the rigor and creativity he brought to the subject. Issues of his Unredacted extreme-privacy e-zine would typically get more than 60,000 downloads.

Then, in September 2023, all 300-plus episodes of his podcast vanished from the internet, and Michael Bazzell disappeared. Devoted fans speculated that he had died, had been abducted, was in a foreign prison, or had had a nervous breakdown. Two months later, he published a blog post, "My Irish Exit," explaining that an opportunity had come up for him to spend three months as an "imposter" in the world of the rich and famous, which he normally served but otherwise kept at a distance. "What's next? I am not ready to share that, and may never go public with it. I have my aliases established. The shell company is in place. The anonymous payment account is ready." He continued, "The better question is, what is YOUR next chapter?" His website kept operating, but it said Bazzell's firm was no longer taking on new clients.

Bazzell had had his own awakening in 2001, as an Illinois beat cop turned cybercrime detective. His work had led to the arrest of a local elections official for soliciting sex from a 14-year-old girl. Amid the ensuing media coverage of that and similar arrests, internet anons made death threats against Bazzell, and he was shocked to learn how easy it was to find his home address online. Soon after, browsing at the library, he discovered How to Be Invisible, a book by a missionary named J. J. Luna. Assigned to the Canary Islands in the 1960s, when Spain's Franco government was persecuting Protestants, Luna was forced to live undercover. When he returned to the U.S. in 1988, he decided to maintain his private lifestyle and publish a book showing others how they might do the same, using LLCs, "ghost addresses," and other tricks.

Bazzell resolved to execute all of the practices Luna recommended, effectively going off the grid. Over time, student surpassed teacher. Bazzell pioneered or updated many of the privacy hacks now taken as standard. To obtain an ID without betraying one's location, Bazzell recommended establishing residency in South Dakota, which is distinctly friendly to year-round RVers and other nomads. For sending mail without divulging your address, Bazzell preferred a private remailer service also based in South Dakota. He was a proponent of "data poisoning"--the deliberate spreading of disinformation about oneself by, for instance, subscribing to magazines or signing up for internet service using false personal details--to make it harder for anyone to locate your real information. He helped clients with the financial means obtain second citizenships. His podcast often focused on products he'd been testing that were privacy-enhanced alternatives to mainstream devices and apps, such as Tuta (an email and calendar service), Linux Pop!_OS (an operating system), and MySudo (an app for managing online identities).

Though he catered to people in dire situations, Bazzell also experimented on himself. To ensure that his cellphone was never associated with his address, he kept it off and in a Faraday bag until he arrived at a four-way intersection some distance from his home. He submitted a fake obituary for one of his aliases to Legacy.com. Mindful of the increasing prevalence of automated license-plate readers on tow trucks, taxis, police cars, and other vehicles, he used magnetic license-plate holders and removed his plates whenever he was parked somewhere overnight. Forgoing cloud storage, he backed up his data on a flash-memory card the size of a fingernail, concealed the card in a hollow nickel, and then, while in the bathroom at a friend's house, unscrewed an electrical plate and hid the coin behind it. (When he later needed to access the backup, he had to call the friend and reveal what he'd done.) He set up a bait website with his real name and connected it to some analytics software in order to glean information about who was doing searches on him. He'd routinely investigate himself, scouring databases to make sure he couldn't find actionable information on his own whereabouts. To throw off gait-recognition systems, which have popped up in Beijing and Shanghai, among other places, he tried wearing two sizes of the same shoe.

Read: Three simple rules for protecting your data

All the while, Bazzell remained a cipher. He never revealed where he lived or spoke of his personal life, and you couldn't easily find a photo of him. But several years ago, he befriended a writer and podcaster named Javier Leiva, and three episodes of Leiva's own podcast, Pretend, focused on Bazzell and his work. It proved a tricky project. "We all use Google apps," Leiva told me. "That did not fly with Michael Bazzell. We had to use encrypted note-taking apps. It was a process. Nothing was easy." Leiva recalled Bazzell saying that when he attended his sister's wedding, he prearranged for the photographer to keep him out of shots.

On a recent Sunday, after several weeks of back-and-forth mediated by one-named associates of Bazzell's ("Laura," "Samantha"), and after I gave an assurance that I wouldn't record our conversation, Bazzell called me on Signal from a number he told me he'd created just for our interaction and would become useless 10 minutes after it ended. We spoke for more than an hour, and he cleared up a few things. Leiva had speculated to me that Bazzell kept his podcasts off the internet because of a concern about voice cloning, but Bazzell gave a simpler explanation: Much of the information was now out-of-date. "I enjoyed it," he said. "But the market is saturated now. There are so many YouTubes and podcasts."

On the subject of tradecraft, Bazzell also told me that he follows what privacy people call a "gray man" strategy--doing whatever he can to not draw attention. "I don't wear logos on my clothing," he said. "If I'm in New York, I'm probably wearing a lot of dark-gray clothing to blend in. On a Caribbean island I don't, because it would stick out." Nor will you find him driving a Cybertruck; he opts for popular cars in popular colors. An irony of the life he's chosen is that out-of-date tech can make for the most up-to-date privacy strategy. He tells clients not to back up their home security cameras to the cloud. Instead of using Spotify, he listens to music on a portable player with a 1.5-terabyte card holding "every album I can imagine wanting."

Neighbors who know Bazzell's real first name don't know his last. Some of the people who work for him have met him, but none of them are employees. Each of his "colleagues," as he calls them, has an individual LLC. He doesn't know their Social Security numbers or dates of birth. He wants them to understand privacy by practicing it.

Bazzell has long spoken about "privacy fatigue," an avocational hazard given the constant vigilance that extreme privacy measures entail and the technological complexity they can involve, but after 20 years, he told me, it doesn't affect him anymore. Recently, he's been working on ways to inject false information into the troves of breached data that surface on the internet.

Read: Slouching toward 'accept all cookies'

Although it has become harder than ever to be private, "the good news is, more people are grasping the concepts," Bazzell observed. "People now understand why us privacy weirdos have been making noise about this for so long."
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There's a cost to living this way. To do it right, severing your present self from the history you've accrued in corporate databases, requires a complete reboot. This means either becoming fully nomadic or moving homes and implementing privacy from day zero of your new life. You must consider everything from your car's registration to your house's utility hookups, and the measures required to prevent a misstep can be comically elaborate. A reboot is common in Bazzell world. Alec Harris did one too. Because utilities want to know who's going to be paying the bills at a particular residence, Harris, when setting up water and gas, offered a $500 deposit and, to persuade the customer-service reps to forgo a personal name on the accounts, claimed he was a property manager named Tom. "The owner's a nutjob, so help me out here," he told the technicians. "And they were like, 'Okay.'"

Buying a car presents special difficulties. Harris likens them to cellphones for how they collect and upload information--about your location and driving behaviors, among other things. A work-around Bazzell likes is to buy fleet insurance (designed for companies that operate a fleet of vehicles), which you can do through a business entity, but that approach is expensive. Instead, Harris followed a detailed script laid out by Bazzell, calling a dealer to say he wanted to come in for a test drive, then canceling at the last minute, then calling again when he was outside the dealership and trying to fast-talk a salesman into forgoing the usual ID check. They looked at him. "They were like, 'Yeah, you're not getting in the car without scanning your driver's license,'" Harris recalled. "My attempt at social engineering was not going anywhere." He handed over his ID. To buy the car, Harris ended up registering it at an alternative residence, but when he asked whether the dealership could disconnect the built-in GPS, he was told the car wouldn't run without it.

The rudiments of daily life can also be cumbersome. Harris recalled setting up a new TV with Disney+ and having to undo some autofilled information and replace it with his abstruse AnonAddy email address, then typing out one of his extra-long passwords only to get a character wrong and have to start over--all while his young children became antsy. "And so then you've got two kids sitting there, and they're like, 'I want Domino's,' and 'I want to watch Mulan.'" He laughed. "That's the price you pay."

Sometimes the price is literal. None of the purchases Harris makes through Privacy.com earns credit-card points. "Maybe over the course of some period of time, that means we're paying for an extra flight somewhere," he said. He has Amazon Prime, but he can't use its discount at Whole Foods, because he doesn't want to use their verification methods. There can be more significant financial consequences as well. "My credit score has decreased," Bazzell said. "Getting a loan would be difficult. Some consumer databases show me as deceased."

Harris has also sacrificed convenience. Some of the alt-tech he uses, such as the search engine DuckDuckGo, isn't always as effective as the mainstream tools. "Sometimes you just need to Google something," he said. Then there are logistical frictions. Once, at Dulles Airport en route to a wedding in Toronto, he wasn't allowed through security, because his passport card, although valid for overland entry to Canada, wasn't acceptable for international air travel. He had to change his family's flights and run home for his passport.

I confessed that I was already confused. How, for instance, did he remember which of his 10 phone numbers to use for what? "Yeah, I don't know," he replied. "It is confusing. And if you were a new client, I would not be dumping this much. We would be starting a little slower." Living this way, he acknowledged, incurred a "20 percent cognitive" overhead.

As Harris drove us to lunch, we stopped at the UPS Store, where his mailbox was empty. Harris gestured toward the guys behind the counter, whom he and Ellyn had befriended, often ordering food for them during the pandemic. That generosity could make a difference when, say, a letter addressed to the trust came to the mailbox held under his and Ellyn's names. Though UPS wouldn't normally deliver that letter, "they let it slide," he said. Harris has a client in Florida who is diligent about following privacy protocols but is also quiet and a little gruff. "I was like, 'You've got to be nice to these people,'" Harris recalled. "'You come off as kind of not warm, and so you need to turn on the charm a little bit.'"

This is the behavioral side of privacy. If you're committed to being private, you can't indulge your everyday asocial tendencies. Imagine, Harris will say to a client, doing all of this work, then getting into a fender bender: If you start yelling at the other driver, and the accident gets reported to an insurance company, and a plaintiff's lawyer gets involved, you could find yourself being subpoenaed for documents and more generally having your life probed. Instead, Harris told me, you just need to be like, "Hey, so sorry, let's take care of this."

Harris told me it's important to have "repeatable privacy excuses"--lines to disarm people who might deem a request suspicious. The fictional property manager is one of his. Another is that he works in the privacy business. But he's uneasy with the constant fibs recommended by Bazzell, who has sometimes told whoppers, such as describing his adult client as a child under the age of 13 in order to get her name and address removed from a website.

During his time in D.C., Harris said he's known people who previously worked undercover for the government, and has observed the mental and spiritual costs of living inauthentically. "I don't need to subject myself to that, and I definitely wouldn't want the kids or my wife to have to live like that," he said. People who'd lived double lives told him they'd kept their personas "90 percent real, 10 percent fake," he said. "It's just easier."

He told me he hadn't used the property-manager excuse in years. It turns out that the guy coming over to help you with a water leak generally doesn't even ask your name. "I don't have to do a whole story," he said. "I'll just say, 'Hey, do you want a cup of coffee?' And we're good."

Privacy remains a game of haves and have-nots. Harris explained that the majority of HavenX's clients are in the U.S., partly because many of its techniques are specific to the country's unique patchwork of federal and state privacy laws. A person who goes by the name "M4iler," a privacy hobbyist based in the Czech Republic whose phone numbers include one that leads to a recording of Rick Astley's "Never Gonna Give You Up," told me, "What Michael Bazzell says is great, and I assume works perfectly in the U.S. if you follow the steps, but laws are different in other countries." A company doing business under an alias, for instance, isn't an option there. "So that's kind of a problem," he told me.

Celebrities have both advantages and disadvantages when it comes to privacy. Harris noted that if you're as famous as, say, the Rock or Christina Aguilera, "as soon as you move in, everyone on this block is going to know who you are, as soon as the paparazzi follow you home one night." But also, he added, they "get to do things that I don't need to or couldn't do." Matt Bills, who is based in Los Angeles and handles the physical side of privacy for HavenX clients, has relationships with concierges at top hotels. "He'll be like, 'The Rock's coming,'" Harris said. "They open up the back door." Bills told me about a client for whom he'd arranged to have two identical Gulfstreams on an airport's tarmac, with a fuel truck next to each and a staircase in the middle. They decided which plane the client would board only at the very last minute.

Strong privacy is a luxury good. A rich person can rent an extra apartment just to use as a mailing address; most of us cannot. HavenX's entry-level service might cost a couple thousand dollars a month, "but it can get up into the tens of thousands a month very quickly," Harris told me. When I asked which services might cost that much, he mentioned people who need 24/7 monitoring of the dark web for particular information, like a CEO who wants to know immediately if a specific combination of terms shows up in a data breach--such as his name along with his child's name and the name of the child's school.

Others, with fewer resources, might sacrifice the normalcy of their lives. Jameson Lopp is a software engineer and bitcoin booster who was living in Durham, North Carolina, when, in 2017, local police received a call from someone who said he had just killed someone at Lopp's address, was holding hostages, and had rigged the front door with explosives. Lopp's house was soon surrounded by dozens of rifle-brandishing police. He'd been a victim of "swatting": a dangerous hoax in which a false report is made to trigger a law-enforcement response to a specific address. Afterward, Lopp resolved not to let something like that happen again. Over the next several years, he spent by his estimation more than $100,000 to effectively disappear, going so far as to rent a decoy apartment and hire private investigators to test his defenses by trying to find him.

Read: The virtue of being forgotten

Now he runs security for Casa, a company he co-founded that offers safe storage for digital assets. Even his family members don't know his address, he told me; if they're visiting, he'll pick them up at another location and then bring them to his house. His neighbors know him by a different name, and he segregates his relationships, never socializing at the same time with people who know his real name and people who know him by an alias. "A big part of what I do is lying," he told me, "and I think that that's one thing that a lot of privacy advocates don't really talk about: If you really want to be private, you have to get comfortable with lying. You have to think of it as a tool that you're using to defend yourself."

Lopp wouldn't tell me whether he has a spouse or children, but he observed that privacy "becomes an order of magnitude more complex as you add more people into the machinations," adding that "it very much lends itself to a lone-wolf type of lifestyle."

"What do you think of our life?" Ellyn Harris asked me. She smiled warmly. "Do you think we're so weird?"

Alec's wife, between Zoom appointments, had joined us, and we were talking about raising a family inside a privacy cone. Alec had eased Ellyn into privacy practices, starting with the Bitwarden password manager. "I remember sitting with him on our couch in D.C., in our old condo," she said, "being like, 'This seems really hard. I don't know if I want to do this. I just want everything to be the same word with the same numbers, and I use an exclamation point at the end, so that makes me unique; no one will ever find out. And I capitalized the first letter, so we're fine.'" She laughed the wry laugh of a privacy vet making fun of her younger self.

But then Alec got her some hidden phone numbers. "I didn't even think about that," she recalled. "That was just a way to sneak privacy into my life." Now living privately no longer feels like such a big deal, and she's come to appreciate the emotional security that goes with it.

"She was wildly supportive," Alec interjected.

"You do just get used to it," Ellyn said. Using tools that at first seem unwieldy, like a password locker, comes to feel easier than not using them. I wondered, given her work in mental health, whether she thought Alec ever edged into paranoia. "There's this idea in psychology called a learned phobia," she said, "where, for example, if you observe someone who has a fear of flying often enough, you could actually absorb that fear and that can become yours. So Alec's paranoia has become mine. So that means we'd both be worthy of diagnosis."

"We could be in the same mental institution," Alec said.

"I mean, that's the dream, right?" Ellyn said.

With workers who came to the house, she started using just her middle name, Leslie, but one time James, the older of their elementary-school-age sons, said, "That's not your name." "Oh my God, James, don't blow my cover," she said, before explaining to the workman that it was her middle name. But she was clearly not quite as committed as Alec. Whenever a visitor nervously asked where the dog was, Alec would say it wasn't home at the moment. "Oh," Ellyn said, laughing. "I'm just like, 'We don't really have a dog.'"

Children presented several more layers of complexity. To register with the local public school, which required proof of residence, Alec had met with the admissions director, trust documents in hand. "She had been in this job for a long time," Alec recalled. "She was like, 'This is a first.' She was super nice." Ultimately, he showed the school where the family lived, and the school agreed not to put the home address in the school directory, and to use the UPS Store address for any mailings.

Ellyn still frets when arranging playdates--she's trying to make mom friends--but if a mother asks for her address, she's gotten used to sending a pin drop. When one mom put the Harrises' address in her contacts, Ellyn found herself saying, "'I'm so sorry, but could you not do that?' And that's weird. But the thing is, I just tell them that Alec works in privacy." And because they live in the D.C. metro area, she went on, "people kind of get it."

Both Alec and Ellyn are personable, and Alec felt this was also important to the success of their privacy. "I would say other than in this area, we're not very weird," he said. "If we were eccentric in all areas of our lives, it would be harder to pull off."

They know bigger questions loom as their kids get older. One of the more challenging cases Alec has worked on is that of a "very, very wealthy guy" who was involved in the prosecution of a cartel leader, and whose daughter is a young artist who's starting to achieve some success. "Some days she's like, 'Fuck you guys, I'm going to be famous,'" Alec said. "He also wants to enable his daughter to have a regular life." It's proved to be a difficult project, he added. "They've moved twice."

For now, the Harrises' sons are young enough that they're more interested in whether a package contains Legos than whether it's addressed to a peculiarly named trust. "Our older one has a little bit of a concept of it"--privacy--"but it's not their thing to carry," Alec said. "We'll have to have some decisions, Ellyn and I will, when they get phones and stuff."

"I think our older son still is kind of thinking that Alec is a security guard," Ellyn said.

But to her question: It's not that I thought their life was weird. I could relate, in a world of nearly inescapable surveillance, to the urge to disappear. But the ongoing, escalating effort required felt Sisyphean to me. And Alec would say that even his approach, which he'd described to me as "extreme," is a mere half measure. The writer Gabriel Garcia Marquez said we all have three lives: a public one, a private one, and a secret one. "I live in the division between public and private," Alec told me. He and Ellyn are open with each other. They use a regular bank. They have friends. They send holiday cards. "If you want to live a secret life," Alec said, "that's a decision that's going to have real consequences."
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First My Mother Died. Then My Home Got Hit by a Tornado.

My street got leveled by 150-mph winds. Why do I feel somehow at ease?

by Ian Bogost




The wind was whipping up, but I ignored it. I was at my house in St. Louis, on the phone with the rabbi who would officiate my mother's funeral, a thousand miles away. We spoke about her life, her family, the service, and other matters both material and spiritual. Mom had been sick for well over a year, but she started declining rapidly in December. Late last month, she was admitted to hospice. Along with her nurses and aides, I helped tend to her frail form as she slowly ceased to be able to eat, to speak, to breathe. Finally relieved of pain, she allowed comfort to overtake her.

When the emergency alert blared on my smartphone, I told the rabbi that we should probably finish talking later. My wife had just raced down the stairs to the basement, calling for me to follow. I did, but also I lingered: The sky was so dark. I had never seen a storm like this before. Later I'd realize that's because I had never been inside an EF-3 category tornado with 150-plus mph winds, like the one that tore across metro St. Louis on Friday. But on my way to the basement, I didn't know that. I took in the surreal, terrifying sight of a full-grown shingle oak scraping the ground. The storm seemed gentle to me in that moment, as it laid the tree to rest inside my yard. I saw it cradling the oak to its now-certain end, as I had done for my mother the week before.

My feeling of repose was gone by the time I reached the basement and heard windows shattering. Glass is a human invention, and its breakage is inevitably associated with human violence or a human accident: a burglar's incursion, a child's wayward baseball, a pogrom. I knew in my head that nature, too, can impose itself on the built environment, but still I was unprepared for the sensation of its happening.

As a midwesterner in the age of anthropogenic climate change, I have spent many hours in the basement waiting out tornado warnings. Normally, it's boring to be down there in storm isolation, even though we all bring phones and tablets, and the power usually stays on. We might express frustration at the fact that official warnings rarely come to much. The tornadoes never pass through here, we say. They always move west of the city. As of Friday morning, I understood that tornadoes were unlikely; baseball-size hail was the greater concern. But when a tornado has begun to whirl around your home, a sense of smallness overtakes you. Who are you to think you know how any of this works?

Read: The hybrid system that spots tornadoes

In the basement, my wife held my daughter tightly, begging me to stop wandering toward the walls and windows. I didn't do so out of bravado or even apprehension. I was enrapt. To watch the storm was to be a party to a power much greater than myself. As one gets older and more experienced, novel encounters become more precious. This one, embossed by the force of the powerful winds, was new to me. The philosopher Immanuel Kant thought that appreciating the sublime requires the safety of distance. Now I wondered whether he was wrong. Perhaps the sublime has to be confronted viscerally to be made complete, just like one cannot truly appreciate vertigo by watching roller coasters from the ground.

People lament and worry about the loss of human life. "I'm sorry for your loss," they say when I tell them my mother died. "Is everyone okay?" they ask after the storm passes. At least five people were killed and dozens injured in St. Louis on Friday. But when we emerged from our homes to assess the outcome--which included a splay of tar roofing, air-conditioning condensers, and insulation hurled from neighboring buildings--it still didn't feel right to relay the news that no one on our street had been hurt.

That's because of the trees. The tornado appears to have begun in Clayton, a well-to-do municipality just west of St. Louis. It crossed the edge of Forest Park, site of the 1904 World's Fair, and tore through residential neighborhoods as it moved northeast. Within them are residential streets planned in the late 19th century and built up in part by industrialists of the Gilded Age and progressive era. At the park and in the neighborhoods, the tree canopy has grown since then to some 80 feet in height. After a long and dreary winter, the pin oaks on my block, planted in tidy rows, had finally leafed out a few weeks earlier, casting an arch of shade over the whole street.

Almost all of them are gone now, felled whole or disfigured into shrapnel. To say they can't be replaced isn't quite right; it just takes decades to grow new ones. And yet, even this arboreal tragedy felt sublime, in its way: more than a century of slow progress wiped out in seconds. I will never see those trees again, not like that--but then again, neither would the people who first planted them in the early 1900s, when the saplings were too young to offer shade.

Trees are no less mortal than human beings. The pin oaks, by any measure, had already exceeded their typical lifespan of 100 to 120 years, and many had already suffered the ills of poorly drained soil and compaction. They'd been dying by the pair every year, but enough remained to give me and my neighbors the false impression that their shade was eternal, that we were owed it, that it was ours. The tornado ended that delusion.

At 75, my mother was young to die, by contemporary standards, but ancient by historical ones. Friends and family keep asking "What did she have?," hoping for a simple answer. But what she had was something more amorphous, a set of interconnected but distinct ailments that, when blended together and seasoned by accident, led to a slow decline and then a quick one. To yearn for a tidy word--cancer, stroke--to name misfortune is to make a category error, like trying to lasso the ocean. It betrays the mystery of life and death, fortune and accident. It is no more or less unfair that this fate would befall her than that a tornado would careen across my fancy street. If such things happen to someone, why not us?

Read: What the tornadoes in Nashville revealed

Mom and Dad were married for 52 years before he died two years ago. They worked together and did everything else together, too, a feat that would make me crazy but that my mother embraced. My father had a disability--I wrote about it for The Atlantic--stemming from a terrible auto accident in his teens, which he always tried to mask. Sometimes, especially late in his life, my mother would say that she remained so attached to him in order to take care of him, which is true. But she also maintained that close connection by choice. Seeing her confined to the same hospital bed that he had used, in the same room, taking the same narcotics prescriptions, felt somehow apt. This, too, they would do together, if slightly apart.
 
 Mom kept close tabs on the weather wherever I lived, which was always too far away, by her judgment. She would text or call when she saw storms in the forecast. Are you okay? she might ask. And I would play the role of churlish son, answering We're fine mom, don't worry, or The tornadoes always pass to the west, as if I had a say in the matter. But the one time she was finally right to be concerned, she couldn't express the worry anymore. I am tempted to call this irony, but it is better named indifference.

What a shame that indifference is seen only in a negative light. The storm's disregard was terrifying and awesome. I felt it in the basement as the gale whipped around my house, and then in the street, amid the fallen oaks and the hurtled air-conditioning condensers. And I'd felt the same sense of the sublime at Mom's bedside earlier that week as her fever became terminal. Neither Mom nor I were targeted for calamity, but it found us nevertheless. The universe is indifferent, and that is terrifying, and that is beautiful.
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In Times of Trouble, Seek Moral Beauty

The lovely paradox of doing good in the world is that it does you good too.

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.

Maximilian Kolbe was a Polish priest and Franciscan friar who was arrested by the Gestapo in 1941 for hiding Jews and publishing anti-Nazi tracts, then sent to Auschwitz. He might have survived the camp and the war had he looked out for himself. Instead, he volunteered to take the place of a man randomly selected to be starved to death in retribution for another prisoner's escape. After several weeks without food, he was still clinging to life and leading other prisoners in prayer. The impatient guards finished him off by lethal injection. Kolbe submitted calmly, offering his arm to the executioner and waiting for death.

His story lives on, in no small part because the man whose place Kolbe took, Franciszek Gajowniczek, did survive the camp. In the decades after the war, his account of Kolbe's self-abnegation came to inspire millions of people, of all faiths and no faith. This is an example of how an act of moral beauty--visible in any form of charity, kindness, compassion, forgiveness, courage, or self-sacrifice--can acquire an extraordinary power.

When you can see moral beauty in others, you will find goodness in yourself as well. If you're frustrated with, or cynical about, the state of the world today, or if you simply want a sure way to get happier, looking for such moral beauty might be just what you need.

Jonathan Freedland: The unheeded warning

Acts of selflessness are at the center of many ancient teachings and religious traditions, both Abrahamic and karmic. Kolbe's own Christian faith teaches, "Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends." Charity toward others is one of the Five Pillars of Islam. Dharma in Hinduism refers to the righteous path that a person's life should take, which includes being honest, avoiding causing harm, and showing generosity toward others.

Although self-sacrifice might seem unnatural and against human nature, the reverse is true. Some evolutionary biologists contend that altruism is an innate trait that evolved to foster cohesion in kinship groups; they note that the characteristic is also found among nonhuman primates. This behavior extends even to laying down one's life for friends and kin, a phenomenon that scholars believe occurs because of what they call "identity fusion": I am willing to die for you because I believe my membership in this community is paramount, so defending it is worth my sacrifice; in that sense, I am dying for me, too.

Such courage and self-sacrifice toward kin can certainly be inspiring, but moral beauty is most striking in acts of goodness toward others with whom one does not have obvious ties, exhibiting a degree of altruism that is clearly contrary to one's individual interests. This occurs when a person helps another for no reason at all, forgives someone who truly does not deserve it, or--in the most extreme circumstances--gives up their life for a stranger. Witnessing this kind of moral beauty elicits what the social psychologist Jonathan Haidt calls "moral elevation," which is experienced both psychologically and neurologically. Indeed, researchers writing in the journal Brain Research have identified specific areas of the brain that are stimulated by moral beauty.

The psychologist Rhett Diessner has written a great deal about moral beauty and elevation. With his co-authors, he notes that this association induces "pleasant feelings of warmth in the chest, feeling uplifted, moved." Further, as Diessner told me by email, new research undertaken in his laboratory at Lewis-Clark State College, in Idaho, demonstrates that these "magical" feelings lead to a desire to be better people ourselves and to help others. This results in prosocial actions, which can provide higher levels of individual and collective happiness.

Happiness derived from self-sacrifice is much deeper than plain positive feelings. Psychologists writing in 2016 showed that people feel that their life has more significance when they either help another person, without self-aggrandizement or any expectation of gain, or work to make the world a better place. The scholars found this has the greatest benefit when people are suffering from a loss of their sense of significance, perhaps after being rejected in a relationship or losing a job.

Arthur C. Brooks: A compliment that really means something

Putting all the research together, we know that witnessing acts of moral beauty can elevate us to higher happiness, all the more so if we imitate these acts. We should seek out moral beauty in our lives, especially in times of suffering, when we need inspiration and a reminder that there is good in the world. Here are three ways to do so.

1. Keep more morally beautiful company.
 One obvious way to find more moral beauty in your life is to spend time with people who are generous and dedicated to other-serving behavior--and to avoid those who are not. This is not always easy; in fact, we commonly seek out people who are negative in the ways that we are--especially toward others--because making common cause helps us feel bonded to them. But this can create a vicious cycle that only intensifies unhappiness through mutually reinforcing negativity. So ditch the gossip circle, and find friends who are more positive and generous than you are, people who model the moral beauty--and thus the happiness--that you want in your life.

2. Make moral beauty your leisure pastime.
 I have met many people who have dramatically improved their lives by dedicating their leisure time to serving others. They may spend their weekends and free time volunteering in their communities or take service trips instead of beach vacations. What they typically tell me is that when they volunteer for the first time, they're deeply inspired by the people they meet, and want to feel that way more. When they make serving others a way of life, their happiness and sense of meaning rise--just as the research predicts.

3. Practice gratitude.
 Humans are not by nature grateful creatures. Our survival as a species has favored individuals who are vigilant, suspicious, and hyperaware of threats, rather than those who bask in the glow of gratitude. This has resulted in what psychologists call "negativity bias," which causes things we resent, such as others' bad behavior, to grab our attention, whereas the things that we're grateful for, such as acts of moral beauty, tend not to. (This shared bias obviously explains in part the appeal of the mean-gossip circle.) You can override this tendency by consciously focusing on things you're grateful for. By taking time each day to reflect thankfully, you will start to notice acts of generosity and self-sacrifice, and people who are good and kind. You'll see moral beauty all around you if you only stop to notice it.

Arthur C. Brooks: The bliss of a quieter ego

One last, important point: We are naturally drawn to moral beauty, and it is very good for us to follow that attraction. But many of us have a competing fascination with moral depravity.

By way of illustration, from 2018 to 2021, documentary content on streaming services increased by 63 percent, with the largest growth in the genre of true crime; from 2019 to 2024, the number of true-crime-podcast listeners nearly tripled. According to the Pew Research Center, these trends were especially clear among women and people under 30. Scholars have tried to account for this rising interest only in a glancing way, suggesting that it provides a complex kind of pleasure that combines pursuit of knowledge with "cultural tourism." Maybe this anodyne description suffices, but it's hard not to feel that, at some level, such morbid curiosity is akin to focusing not on the beautiful acts of Maximilian Kolbe, but on the sadistic, deviant behavior of his captors.

This is not actually an argument based on taste--or, rather, distaste. It concerns the risk to well-being, with potential longer-term damage to character. We know that consuming news about crime can raise fear and lead people to overestimate the danger of being a victim of crime. By analogy, treating moral ugliness as a form of entertainment may almost certainly arrest and even reverse the effects of moral beauty in your life. Instead of achieving elevation, expect depression. But choose what's morally beautiful, and you will be rewarded.
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Now PBS Is Censoring a Film About Free Speech

A worrying pattern has taken hold in public television.

by Daniel Engber




American Masters, an award-winning documentary series in its 39th season on PBS, promises to tell "compelling, unvarnished stories" about the nation's most important cultural figures. The program's most recent story, though--Art Spiegelman: Disaster Is My Muse, about the cartoonist-author of Maus, the Pulitzer Prize-winning graphic novel depicting the Holocaust, and a self-described "poster boy for books being censored"--seemed to need a bit more varnish on its approach to Donald Trump. In April, two weeks before it aired on PBS stations, a 90-second segment of the film in which Spiegelman referred to the president's "smug and ugly mug" was cut from the film at the behest of public-media executives. (The details of this incident were first reported by Anthony Kaufman for Documentary magazine.)

PBS has been under attack by the Trump administration since January. By the time Disaster Is My Muse was aired in shortened form, the network was already under investigation by the Federal Communications Commission, and the White House had a plan to claw back $1.1 billion in federal funds from the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, which passes money on to PBS. "Their attempt at preemptively staying out of the line of fire was absurd; it wasn't going to happen," Spiegelman told me this week. "It seems like it would be better to go out with dignity."

Alicia Sams, who co-produced the film, told me that she received a call from the executive producer of American Masters, Michael Kantor, at the beginning of April. It was less than a week after a contentious congressional hearing in which the network was accused of being a "radical left-wing echo chamber" that is "brainwashing and trans-ing children." According to Sams, Kantor said that Disaster Is My Muse would need one further edit before it could be shown: The filmmakers had to remove a short sequence where Spiegelman reads aloud from the one of the few comic strips about Trump that he's ever published, in a zine associated with the Women's March in 2017. There was no opportunity for negotiation, Sams said. The filmmakers knew that if they refused, they would be in breach of contract and would have to repay the movie's license fee. "It was not coming from Michael," she told me. "It was very clear: It was coming from PBS in D.C."

Read: PBS pulled a film for political reasons, then changed its mind

Kantor deferred all questions to Lindsey Horvitz, the director of content marketing at WNET, the producer of American Masters and parent company of New York's flagship PBS station. (Sams told me that in her understanding, WNET leadership had agreed with PBS about the cut.)  Horvitz provided The Atlantic with this statement: "One section of the film was edited from the theatrical version as it was no longer in context today. The change was made to maintain the integrity and appropriateness of the content for broadcast at this time." A PBS spokesperson said, "We have not changed our long-standing editorial guidelines or practices this year." (The Atlantic has a partnership with WETA, which receives funding from PBS and the Corporation for Public Broadcasting.)

Molly Bernstein, who co-directed Disaster Is My Muse with Philip Dolin, said this was "absurd." She told me that the team had already been through discussions with PBS over how to make the film compliant with broadcast standards and practices. A few profanities are spoken in the film, and some images from Spiegelman's cartoons raised concerns, but the network said that these could stand as long as the film aired after 10 p.m., when laxer FCC rules apply. "We were delighted that was an option," Bernstein said. A bleeped-and-blurred version of the film would not have worked. "It's about underground comics. It's about transgressive artwork."

The team did make one other change to the film, several months before its broadcast: Some material featuring Spiegelman's fellow comic-book artist Neil Gaiman was removed in January after a series of sexual-assault allegations against Gaiman were detailed in a cover story for New York magazine. (Gaiman denies that he "engaged in non-consensual sexual activity with anyone.") The filmmakers say they did this on their own, to avoid distractions from the subject of the film. But they also said that Kantor told them PBS would likely have had that inclination too.

In any case, to say the snipped-out material about Trump was "no longer in context today" is simply false. Spiegelman's commitment to free speech is central to the film. So are his repeated warnings about incipient fascism in America. ("That's what I see everywhere I look now," he says at one point.) They're also clearly relevant to the forced edit of the broadcast. Indeed, the censored clip was taken from an event involving Spiegelman in June 2022 called "Forbidden Images Now," which was presented in association with an exhibit of Philip Guston paintings that had itself been postponed for political reasons after George Floyd's murder, presumably on account of Guston's having made a motif of hooded Ku Klux Klansmen.

Read: Don't look away from Philip Guston's cartoonish paintings of Klansmen

Just a few months before that lecture, Spiegelman learned that Maus had been removed from the eighth-grade curriculum in McMinn County, Tennessee, on account of its rough language and a single panel showing the naked corpse of his mother following her suicide. "The tendencies brought up by this frantic need to control children's thoughts," Spiegelman told MSNBC's Art Velshi in 2023, are "an echo of the book burnings of the 1930s in Germany."

The filmmakers told me that Spiegelman's free-speech run-in with the county school board was instrumental in persuading WNET to back Disaster Is My Muse. "When Maus was banned, interest in Art and the relevance of his story increased," Sams said. Only then did American Masters pledge its full support, licensing the film before it had even been completed, and supplying half its budget. In the lead-up to its broadcast, PBS also chose to highlight Spiegelman's focus on the First Amendment in its promotional materials. The network's webpage for Disaster Is My Muse describes him as "a pioneer of comic arts, whose thought-provoking work reflects his ardent defense of free speech." (Neither PBS nor WNET would explain how a decision had been made to censor footage from a documentary film that is in no small part about censorship.)

A broader "context" for the edit can be found in PBS's other recent efforts to adjust its programming in deference to political considerations. As previously reported in The Atlantic, not long before Kantor's call with Sams, PBS quietly shelved a different documentary film, Break the Game, that was set to air on April 7, apparently because it had a trans protagonist. The film, which is not political, was abruptly placed back on the schedule within two hours of my reaching out to PBS for comment. (The network did not respond to questions about why Break the Game's original airdate had been canceled.)

If these efforts were meant to forestall pressure from the White House, they have roundly failed. Two weeks after Disaster Is My Muse aired--with its reference to Trump removed--the president attempted to dismiss three of five board members at the Corporation for Public Broadcasting. A few days after that, he issued an executive order directing the board to terminate all funding, both direct and indirect, to NPR and PBS. (Both moves are being challenged.) But just imagine how much harder the administration would be going after PBS if Trump had seen the clip about his "smug and ugly mug"!

"This seems like volunteering to pull the trigger on the firing-squad gun," Spiegelman told me. The end of Disaster Is My Muse includes some footage from a 2017 free-speech protest on the steps of the New York Public Library, where Spiegelman read out the lyrics of a Frank Zappa song: "And I'm telling you, it can't happen here. Oh, darling, it's important that you believe me. Bop bop bop bop." The political climate has only gotten worse since then, he said. "There's no checks and balances on this. This is severe bullying and control, and it's only going to get worse."
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Google's New AI Puts Breasts on Minors--And J. D. Vance

A feature that lets you virtually try on clothes has a dangerous flaw.

by Lila Shroff, Matteo Wong




Sorry to tell you this, but Google's new AI shopping tool appears eager to give J. D. Vance breasts. Allow us to explain.



This week, at its annual software conference, Google released an AI tool called Try It On, which acts as a virtual dressing room: Upload images of yourself while shopping for clothes online, and Google will show you what you might look like in a selected garment. Curious to play around with the tool, we began uploading images of famous men--Vance, Sam Altman, Abraham Lincoln, Michelangelo's David, Pope Leo XIV--and dressed them in linen shirts and three-piece suits. Some looked almost dapper. But when we tested a number of articles designed for women on these famous men, the tool quickly adapted: Whether it was a mesh shirt, a low-cut top, or even just a T-shirt, Google's AI rapidly spun up images of the vice president, the CEO of OpenAI, and the vicar of Christ with breasts.



It's not just men: When we uploaded images of women, the tool repeatedly enhanced their decolletage or added breasts that were not visible in the original images. In one example, we fed Google a photo of the now-retired German chancellor Angela Merkel in a red blazer and asked the bot to show us what she would look like in an almost transparent mesh top. It generated an image of Merkel wearing the sheer shirt over a black bra that revealed an AI-generated chest.



What is happening here seems to be fairly straightforward. The Try It On feature draws from Google's "Shopping Graph," a dataset of more than 50 billion online products. Many of these clothes are displayed on models whose bodies conform to (and are sometimes edited to promote) hyper-idealized body standards. When we asked the feature to dress famous people of any gender in women's clothing, the tool wasn't just transposing clothing onto them, but distorting their bodies to match the original model's. This may seem innocuous, or even silly--until you consider how Google's new tool is opening a dangerous back door. With little friction, anyone can use the feature to create what are essentially erotic images of celebrities and strangers. Alarmingly, we also discovered that it can do this for minors.



Both of us--a woman and a man--uploaded clothed images of ourselves from before we had turned 18. When we "tried on" dresses and other women's clothing, Google's AI gamely generated photos of us with C cups. When one of us, Lila, uploaded a picture of herself as a 16-year-old girl and asked to try on items from a brand called Spicy Lingerie, Google complied. In the resulting image, she is wearing what is essentially a bra over AI-generated breasts, along with the flimsiest of miniskirts. Her torso, which Google undressed, features an AI-generated belly-button piercing. In other tests--a bikini top, outfits from an anime-inspired lingerie store--Google continued to spit out similar images. When the other author, Matteo, uploaded a photo of himself at 14 years old and tried on similarly revealing outfits, Google generated an image of his upper body wearing only a skimpy top (again, essentially a bra) covering prominent AI-generated breasts.



It's clear that Google anticipated at least some potential for abuse. The Try It On tool is currently available in the U.S. through Search Labs, a platform where Google lets users experiment with early-stage features. You can go to the Search Labs website and enable Try It On, which allows you to simulate the look of many articles of clothing on the Google Shopping platform. When we attempted to "try on" some products explicitly labeled as swimsuits and lingerie, or to upload photos of young schoolchildren and certain high-profile figures (including Donald Trump and Kamala Harris), the tool would not allow us to. Google's own policy requires shoppers to upload images that meet the company's safety guidelines. That means users cannot upload "adult-oriented content" or "sexually explicit content," and should use images only of themselves or images that they "have permission to use." The company also provides a disclaimer that generated images are only an "approximation" and may fail to reflect one's body with "perfect accuracy."

In an email, a Google spokesperson wrote that the company has "strong protections, including blocking sensitive apparel categories and preventing "the upload of images of clearly identifiable minors," and that it will "continue to improve the experience." Right now, those protections are obviously porous. At one point, we used a photo of Matteo as an adult wearing long pants to let Google simulate the fit of various gym shorts, and the tool repeatedly produced images with a suggestive bulge at the crotch. The Try It On tool's failures are not entirely surprising. Google's previous AI launches have repeatedly exhibited embarrassing flaws--suggesting, for instance, that users eat rocks. Other AI companies have also struggled with flubs.



The generative-AI boom has propelled forward a new era of tools that can convert images of anyone (typically women) into nude or near-nude pictures. In September 2023 alone--less than a year after ChatGPT's launch--more than 24 million people visited AI-powered undressing websites, according to a report from Graphika, a social-media-analytics company. Many more people have surely done so since. Numerous experts have found that AI-generated child-sexual-abuse material is rapidly spreading on the web; on X, users have been turning to Elon Musk's chatbot, Grok, to generate images of women in bikinis and lingerie. According to a Google Shopping help page, the Try It On tool is at the fingertips of anyone in the U.S. who is at least 18 years old. Trying clothes on always requires taking some off--but usually you don't let one of the world's biggest companies do it for you.



Most users won't be trying to dress up minors (or the vice president) in low-cut gowns. And the appeal of the new AI feature is clear. Trying on clothes in person can be time-consuming and exhausting. Online shoppers have little way of knowing how well a product will look or fit on their own body. Unfortunately for shoppers, Google's new tool is unlikely to solve these problems. At times, Try It On seems to change a shopper's body to match the model wearing the clothing instead of showing how the clothing would fit on the shopper's own body. The effect is potentially dysmorphic, asking users to change their bodies for clothes rather than the other way around. In other words, Google's product doesn't seem likely to even help consumers meaningfully evaluate the most basic feature of clothing: how it fits.
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Republicans Still Can't Say No to Trump

The GOP has mounted little resistance to the president. His "big, beautiful bill" was another test.

by Russell Berman




Updated at 10:13 a.m. ET on May 22, 2025.

Representative Tim Burchett is fond of saying no.

The fourth-term Tennessean was one of the eight renegade Republicans who helped oust Kevin McCarthy, and when Speaker Mike Johnson tries to rally the party around legislation, many times Burchett is one of the last holdouts. As Burchett left the Capitol on Monday, he complained to me: "It's always the conservatives that have to compromise."

Right up until the moment the House voted early Thursday morning on President Donald Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act, Burchett didn't want to compromise. The economic proposal pitted the party's hard-line right wing (that's Burchett) against members who could lose their seat by supporting legislation to extend a windfall for the wealthy while reducing benefits for those at the bottom of the income scale. He was frustrated that the bill adds trillions to the nation's debt and does not slash enough spending. He warned GOP leaders not to "poke the bear" by once again caving to more moderate Republicans. "At some point," Burchett told me, "the conservatives are going to push back, and it's going to shut the whole thing down."

But could he say that to the president? Could he tell Trump no?

"I don't know," Burchett replied on Monday.

David A. Graham: Congressional Republicans vs. reality 

In that, he wasn't alone. Republicans have mounted remarkably little resistance to Trump early in his second term. They've allowed him to bypass Congress and essentially shut down federal agencies on his own. The Senate has confirmed nearly all of his Cabinet nominees, even those who were accused of sexual misconduct or who had no obvious qualifications for their job. Time and again, GOP lawmakers have rebelled against Johnson only to fold under pressure from Trump.

With that in mind, the speaker brought in the president Tuesday morning to make what he hoped would be a final pitch to Republicans: Set aside your differences and pass the bill onto the Senate. The time for bickering is over. Take the deal. Get. It. Done. It was a bit like a baseball manager summoning his closer in the seventh inning. Johnson pushed to hold a vote, but as they negotiated it remained unclear if that would happen this week. "They think this is the close. I'm just going to politely disagree," Representative Andy Harris of Maryland, the chair of the House Freedom Caucus and a critic of the bill, told me on Tuesday.

Passing Trump's plan through the House was just one hurdle Republicans had to clear. The Senate is likely to make its own changes to the bill, which the House would then have to accept. GOP leaders want to increase the nation's debt limit as part of the measure, and Congress must do that by the summer to avoid a catastrophic default.

In the House, Republicans squeezed the speaker from both the right and the left. Conservatives such as Burchett pressed for bigger changes to Medicaid and a faster repeal of clean-energy tax credits enacted by former President Joe Biden. But some swing-district Republicans worried those cuts would hurt their constituents and jeopardize their reelection bids. Polls show that cuts to Medicaid are deeply unpopular, and the bill could result in as many as 10 million Americans losing health insurance, the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office found. Another faction representing New York and California insisted that the bill allow people a much more generous deduction for state and local taxes, a provision known as SALT.

Democrats assailed the bill as a fiscal and moral atrocity, arguing that the proposal cuts programs that provide aid to poor people while bestowing most of its benefits on the rich. "This is Robin Hood in reverse," former Speaker Nancy Pelosi declared Tuesday on the House floor. With Democrats united in opposition, Johnson could likely afford no more than three defections from Republicans, and a far higher number of lawmakers had yet to be appeased.

By Trump's telling, Tuesday morning's closed-door confab was "a meeting of love." But behind those doors, Trump tried to put an end to negotiations and shut down demands. Any Republican who dared to vote against the bill would be "a fool," he declared. The president reportedly told Republicans, "Don't fuck around with Medicaid" by drastically cutting the program; he also dismissed calls for a bigger SALT deduction. (In fact, the legislation does mess with Medicaid by instituting work requirements for non-disabled adults, and it nearly triples the amount of state and local taxes that people can write off from their federal IRS bill.)

Despite the president's plea, some of the holdouts left the meeting still holding out. "Nothing has changed," Representative Keith Self of Texas, a conservative critic who wants deeper Medicaid cuts, told me. On the right, Harris and Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky told reporters they were still opposed to the legislation. So, too, did three of the most vocal advocates of boosting the SALT deduction: Representatives Andrew Garbarino, Mike Lawler, and Nick LaLota, all of New York. "We need a little more SALT on the table to get to yes," the Long Islander LaLota told reporters, his pun very much intended.

Conservatives had been venting about the bill for weeks. They were annoyed that the proposal was heavy on tax cuts and much lighter on the spending reductions that Republicans campaign on but rarely enact. "There's not an economist worth their salt that will tell you that what we're doing is responsible or sustainable," Representative Eli Crane of Arizona told me. (His pun did not seem intended.) "I've been one of the guys up here that doesn't feel that the bill even goes far enough." Before Trump's visit, Burchett grumbled about "the so-called moderate or liberal members of the party," saying they have been "fighting us every step of the way."

Annie Lowrey: The Republicans' budget makes no sense

But betting against the bill's ultimate passage by both the House and the Senate could be a mistake. Republicans are virtually unanimous in their belief that allowing Trump's 2017 tax cuts to expire at year's end--which would result in a tax hike for most Americans--would be worse than passing a flawed, deficit-busting bill. The House's far-right faction, traditionally the chamber's most recalcitrant, is now most closely aligned with Trump. The president's demands of loyalty and heavy-handed treatment of dissenters have chastened if not defanged conservatives. A direct call from the president tends to be enough to flip a wavering Republican.

Burchett was in a considerably brighter mood after Trump's pep talk. "He got me closer," he told me. He did not repeat his gripes about the treatment of conservatives, or his warning that they might tank the bill. A personal plea from the president didn't seem necessary. "He's going to give us some food for thought," Burchett said. "We're moving right along with it."

I asked a handful of other conservative holdouts this week what they would tell Trump if he personally asked them to vote for a bill that didn't meet their demands. Not one said they would flatly tell him no. "I would look forward to chatting with the president," Self said. "It's always an honor." Harris told me he would "make the case that this big, beautiful bill could get more beautiful with a little more work." Representative Chip Roy of Texas, among the bill's most vocal conservative critics, was evasive. "I'm not going to get into that," he told me. "I'm not going to negotiate this through you."

The hard-liners got more face time with the president Wednesday afternoon after talks with House leaders failed to move them, prompting Trump to bring members of the House Freedom Caucus to the White House. His aides released a statement in support of the bill, saying that failure to pass Trump's plan would represent "the ultimate betrayal" of the president. Following the White House meeting, Johnson told reporters that he was moving forward with a vote. It wasn't clear whether conservatives were on board with the bill. But the speaker seemed ready to make a bet--that when the crucial moment came, the conservatives who had said no to him would not do the same to Trump.

The move paid off. After an all-night debate, the House early this morning passed the president's bill by a single vote, 215-214. Just two Republicans, Massie and Representative Warren Davidson of Ohio, defied Trump by opposing it. (A third, Harris, voted present.) Conservatives had won some final concessions, but nothing close to what they had been seeking. What mattered was that Trump had made his ask, and once more, Republicans found that they could not say no.
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'What If I Don't Keep Feeling Strident?'

For years, Ezra Furman's music embraced protest and defiance. Now she's striking a different chord.

by Spencer Kornhaber




About two years ago, Ezra Furman gave up--first in her mind, and then, it seemed, in her body.

The 38-year-old singer was nearly two decades into a prolific rock-and-roll career. Her nervy, poetic sound had earned devoted fans and critical acclaim, plus a job soundtracking the Netflix TV show Sex Education. But her sixth solo album, 2022's All of Us Flames--an epic-scale protest album about surviving in a collapsing world--hadn't generated as much buzz as she'd hoped for, and she told me her label, Anti-, dropped her after its release. (Anti- did not respond to a request for comment.) She felt discouragement mounting, compounded by the stress of touring while raising a young son.

Then one day in April 2023, a stranger on the street pointed at Furman and laughed in her face. She knew why: Furman, a transgender woman, hadn't shaved that day. The cruelty was "comic," Furman told me, like something that happens in a movie, but it also damaged what was left of her inner resolve. That afternoon, Furman wrote down a confession to herself: She wanted to end her music career.

The next day, she collapsed and went to the hospital. She reported tiredness and pain in her body; the doctors ran tests but couldn't figure out what was wrong. She was discharged the same day, and experienced debilitating fatigue that persisted acutely for months, forcing her to cancel a tour. The illness, still unexplained, sometimes slows her to this day.

Furman described these events to me while we were seated at the kitchen table in her Somerville, Massachusetts, apartment. Wearing jeans and a colorfully striped blouse, she spoke haltingly, often taking long pauses to stare into the distance and hum along with the record playing in the background (Portishead's Dummy). Despite the resignation she felt that day in April, new songs started pouring out of her after the hospital. The resulting album, Goodbye Small Head, came out last week.

That album's existence might seem to suggest a success story, about an artist triumphing over adversity. But the tale Furman wanted to tell me--the theme that she kept returning to as we hung out in her house and then strolled around her neighborhood on a perfectly beautiful spring day--was mostly about feeling defeated. "I'm in a time of over-admitting how much everything hurts," she said. "I'm leaning into every feeling, almost soaking it up."

Furman is one of a kind: a trans, devoutly Jewish former rabbinical student who's written a book about Lou Reed and sings folk-punk songs in a mercurial tremble. Over nearly two decades, her music has evolved from scrappy college rock to expertly orchestrated art-pop. It's maintained an idiosyncratic spirit all along, combining references from across rock history--a Bob Dylan harmonica line here, a Cars synth line there--with lyrics that unspool in unsteady, careening cadences. Her claims to fame have had a fluky quality to them ("Take Off Your Sunglasses," a 2008 track about depression and skiing, was a No. 1 hit in Austria). But to her fans, who testify under her social-media posts about how her work has become embedded in their life, she is one of rock's best-kept secrets.

Her trajectory has also, it's long seemed to me, been exemplary of a certain strain of Millennial idealism. When she founded her former band Ezra Furman and the Harpoons in 2006, as an undergraduate at Tufts University, her sound fit in with that era's boom for literary, openhearted indie acts in the vein of the Mountain Goats and Arcade Fire. She then publicly embraced queerness--identifying as bisexual, dressing femininely in public--around the same time that Laverne Cox featured on the cover of Time magazine and Target's sales racks started turning rainbow-themed during Pride month. "It felt like pure, weird synchronicity," she said when I suggested she was part of an LGBTQ cultural wave in the 2010s. "Like I'm finally ready to start wearing these clothes in public and not just in my friends' bedrooms. And then it was like, trans people are in public. And I was like, What?"

When Donald Trump was elected for the first time, she doubled down on her long-standing penchant for socially conscientious lyricism, joining the burst of rock-and-roll #resistance that erupted in response to the president's agenda. She posted on social media about defending immigrants and women; onstage at Coachella in 2017, she called out Philip Anschutz, the businessman bankrolling that festival, for investing in oil exploration and donating to anti-LGBTQ causes. ("I support the rights of all people and oppose discrimination and intolerance against the LGBTQ community," Anschutz said in a 2018 statement. "I regret if any money given to a charity for other purposes may have indirectly worked against these values.") She also set about recording what she later called an "anti-fascist trilogy" of albums. The final installment in that project was All of Us Flames--a record that, as she told The Guardian, she wanted to be a "weapon of war," striking against injustice and intolerance.

Now Trump is back in office and flirting openly with authoritarianism--but the defiant energy that swept the arts during his first administration seems dissipated and tentative. After years of gaining visibility and public sympathy, trans people find themselves undergoing concerted political assault: repealing their access to medications, bathrooms, and passports that accord with their gender identity. Goodbye Small Head isn't responding to these developments by rallying the troops or offering reassurance. It's a sumptuous shrug of an album, the sound of a onetime warrior owning up to weakness and burnout. "I'm really moving away from a sense of, like, There's things I want to be saying to the public and I want to carry certain flags," Furman said. "There's a lot of fists in the air in our culture, and I'm a little fatigued in the arm area."



Some of that fatigue can be traced back to an event in 2021 that, by all rights, was an occasion for pride. That's when Furman first posted on social media about being transgender--and revealed that she had a kid. Her coming-out wasn't a huge surprise to many of her followers, given that she'd long sung about the complexity of identity in ways that suggested she might be trans. (The title of her 2018 album was even titled Transangelic Exodus.) She finally made her transness explicit because, she told me, she figured that other queer people might be helped by her example. Certainly, she herself would have benefited from seeing a transgender mother in popular culture years earlier.

But her announcement reached more than just trans people, and more than just her fans. CNN and Fox News, who had never covered her music before, ran stories about her transition in the anodyne tone of everyday celebrity gossip. (One line from Fox News: "Furman's fans will also be pleased to know she signed off her Instagram post with a promise that new music is on the way.") This meant that she was suddenly an object of consideration for all sorts of people she'd never intended to reach. Under Furman's coming-out post on her own Facebook page, one commenter wrote, "Why are you coming up on my timeline? I don't follow people with an agenda." Others left harsher replies--accusing her of being a sinner, an attention whore, a mentally ill child abuser.

Furman had, it seemed, walked into a trap. "I didn't understand that I had created clickbait," she told me. By the 2020s, visibility--that watchword of the movement for queer acceptance--was becoming freighted with new dangers. Backlash to trans rights had swollen into one of the animating causes of the Republican Party, whose leaders were evangelizing the notion that gender nonconformity was a social contagion that targeted children and threatened to undermine civilization itself. The news media and social-media algorithms seemed ready to capitalize on the way that the mere sight of a trans person in public life could incite controversy. Furman's post of self-expression wasn't just accidental clickbait; it was, to many onlookers, ragebait.

Furman read every hateful comment she received online. Initially, she tried to wave them off: "I'm like, Psh, okay, buddy. Wow, you're really out of touch, huh?" she said. "And actually, while I'm saying that, the poison is already sinking into me. And some child in me fully believes everything they just said." The vitriol didn't harden her shell--it hurt her. The conventional wisdom to "shake it off" isn't working for her, she said. "I don't know what else to do except start crying."

Reflecting back on that episode, and the way that anti-trans sentiment has only continued to build in American culture since then, Furman said she's been thinking about the roots of the hostility against people like her. "My life and my identity was known to all, including me, to be impossible or ridiculous," she said. "Just like: A boy becomes a girl? This is not something that happens. I like to think of trans people as people who were shown a wall and saw a doorway, made a doorway. They just did something impossible."

Read: The attack on trans rights won't end there

The impossible becoming possible is a hard thing to process--and easier to reject or mock than to understand. She mentioned the slogan "Facts don't care about your feelings," popularized by the conservative pundit Ben Shapiro. "I think it's out of the same playbook of, like, Women's feelings are why they can't be serious, rational people." (Which, she added, is ironic because "they're so emotional over there on the right.") Furman described herself as a "defender of the irrational" in multiple spheres of life. Whether as an artist, a religious person, or a trans person, she's going out of her way to honor the importance of her inner life--her beliefs, her feelings, her desires--even when it's socially inconvenient to do so.

What she's realizing lately is how difficult that kind of life is to sustain. When the stranger on the street laughed at her in April 2023, it was a reminder that she couldn't just opt out of visibility. Every time Furman steps into public, she's opening herself up to judgment from society. If she stops putting care into her appearance--into passing as a cisgender woman, thereby avoiding drawing attention to her transness--she potentially becomes some "illegible, laughable thing" to others. She doesn't know exactly why she collapsed. But she suspects that it had something to do with the fact that being trans requires constant assertiveness, which is an exhausting posture to maintain, day after day, year after year. "Trans people just have to be strident personalities--we just all have to," she said. "What if I don't keep feeling strident?"



After she got out of the hospital, Furman felt that she needed a reset. Though her previous two albums had been recorded in California, she booked a studio in her hometown of Chicago. She also called up Brian Deck, the producer who'd recorded two of the first Ezra and the Harpoons albums nearly 20 years ago. Deck is a veteran indie producer who has worked with the likes of Modest Mouse and Counting Crows, and he hadn't stayed in touch with Furman. He told me he was amazed to find that she was basically the same person she was as an undergrad: articulate, precise, "slightly socially awkward," and possessing a "coarse blunt instrument" of a voice, rippling with vulnerability and angst.

This time, Furman was using that instrument differently. Furman's past few albums have had a rollicking, anthemic sound channeling Bruce Springsteen and the Clash. But Goodbye Small Head is swirling and atmospheric, with dark, catchy melodies that recall '90s trip-hop and alternative rock. "I think it's very beautiful," Furman said, "and I never really felt like we made beautiful music before this."

In one new song, called "Submission," a beep that resembles the sound of an EKG machine plays on loop. "We're fucked," Furman hisses. "It's a relief to say / We'll see no victory day." The track, she wrote in the album's press notes, is about realizing that "long-suffering 'good guys' have no chance against 21st-century forces of evil."

In our interview, she told me she resisted finishing the song: "I was like, This can't be what I'm writing. I don't want to. This isn't what anyone needs to hear." But as she endured painful procedures for facial-hair removal--which meant lying on a table as electrified needles were stuck in her skin--the lyrics kept popping into her head, forcing the song into existence. In moments like those, Furman thought of the line "No feeling is final," by the poet Rainer Maria Rilke. "What if we feel really bad?" Furman said. "What if it feels really, really bad and we just let it feel that bad? Or just for a moment, anyway. What's under there?"

Read: The grandeur of great protest music

The final song of Goodbye Small Head, "I Need the Angel," is a garage-rock freak-out that sees Furman screaming for heavenly guidance. It's a cover of a song by Alex Walton, a 25-year-old trans musician who was once a fan of Furman's and struck up a friendship with her after the two exchanged messages online. When I spoke with Walton by videochat, she told me she was still processing the fact that her onetime role model--someone whose visibility as a trans person helped inspire her own career--had covered one of her songs. I asked her what Furman was like. "There's this unerring optimism in her that's infectious," Walton replied.

This took me aback. In the four hours I'd spent with Furman, she'd been sardonically funny and a curious-minded conversationalist, but we'd mostly talked about the terrible state of the world and the music industry. Walton allowed that Furman could come off as pessimistic--her music conveys "never-ending struggle." But beneath that, Walton said, Furman is motivated by a simple idea: "She wants to live."

Goodbye Small Head does have flashes of resilience. In its one overt protest song, "A World of Love and Care," Furman yowls, "Who gets left out of your dream of a good society?" The chorus seems designed to ring out at rallies and marches: "Dream better!" The track was a holdover from writing sessions during the first Trump administration, when Furman was working on that aforementioned anti-fascist trilogy. The original demo for the song was thrashing and punkish; the final version is built around pulsing cellos, making for a sound that's "gentle and threatening" at the same time, as Furman put it.

The rest of Goodbye Small Head, however, isn't serving up slogans or straightforwardly trying to change the world. The album mostly arose, she said, out of her dreamlike instincts. Furman compared songwriting to religious practices--such as the ones she herself keeps (saying blessings over a meal, observing strict rules of conduct on the Sabbath). "Why do I do these rituals?" she said. "Religious people do religious acts not for any utility. There's something sacred about behaving this particular way, and even if nobody knows I'm doing it."

And yet Furman still clearly feels like her work has a concrete, real-life purpose. She likened herself to professional mourners mentioned in the Bible: women who wailed because it was their duty to help their community express and move past emotions that would otherwise be paralyzing. "We need the people who cry and clap their hands together and stomp their feet, because you need somebody to hold all that irrationality for you," Furman said. "I do think this is my job."
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OpenAI's Ambitions Just Became Crystal Clear

But when you promise the world a revolutionary new product, it helps to have actually built one.

by Matteo Wong




Sam Altman is done with keyboards and screens. All that swiping and typing and scrolling--too much potential friction between you and ChatGPT.

Earlier today, OpenAI announced its intentions to solve this apparent problem. The company is partnering with Jony Ive, the longtime head of design at Apple, who did pioneering work on products such as the iMac G3, the iPod, and, most famously, the iPhone. Together, Altman and Ive say they want to create hardware built specifically for AI software. Everyone, Altman suggested in a highly produced announcement video, could soon have access to a "team of geniuses"--presumably, ChatGPT-style assistants--on a "family of devices." Such technology "deserves something much better" than today's laptops, he argued. What that will look like, exactly, he didn't say, and OpenAI declined my request for comment. But the firm will pay roughly $5 billion to acquire Io, Ive's start-up, to figure that "something much better" out as Ive takes on "deep design and creative responsibilities" across OpenAI. (Emerson Collective, the majority owner of The Atlantic, is an investor in both Io and OpenAI. And OpenAI entered a corporate partnership with The Atlantic last year.)

Read: The great AI lock-in has begun

Moving into hardware could become OpenAI's most technologically disruptive, and financially lucrative, expansion to date. AI assistants are supposed to help with everything, so it's only natural to try to replace the phones and computers that people do everything on. If the company is successful, within a decade you might be reading (or listening to) a ChatGPT-generated news roundup on an OpenAI device instead of reading an article on your iPhone, or asking the device to file your taxes instead of logging in to TurboTax.



In Altman's view, current devices offer only clunky ways to use AI products: You have to open an app or a website, upload the relevant information, continually prompt the AI bot, and then transfer any useful outputs elsewhere. In the promotional video, Ive agrees, suggesting that the era of personal computers and smartphones--a period that he helped define--needs a refresh: "It's just common sense to at least think, surely, there's something beyond these legacy products," he tells Altman. Although OpenAI and Io have not specified what they are building, a number of wearable AI pins, smartglasses, and other devices announced over the past year have suggested a vision of an AI assistant always attached to your body--an "external brain," as Altman called it today.



These products have, so far, uniformly flopped. As just one example, Humane, the maker of a $700 AI "pin" that attached to a user's clothing, shut down the poorly reviewed product less than a year after launch. Ive, in an interview today with Bloomberg, called these early AI gadgets "very poor products." And Apple and OpenAI have had their own share of uninspiring, or even embarrassing, product releases. Still, if any pair has a shot at designing a legitimately useful AI device, it is likely the man who unleashed ChatGPT partnering with someone who led the design of the Apple smartphones, tablets, and laptops that have defined decades of American life and technology.



Certainly, a bespoke device would also rapidly accelerate OpenAI's commercial ambitions. The company, once a small research lab, is now valued at $300 billion and growing rapidly, and in March reported that half a billion people use ChatGPT each week. Already, OpenAI is angling to replace every major tech firm: ChatGPT is an internet search tool as powerful as Google, can help you shop online and remove the need to type into Amazon, can be your work software instead of the Microsoft Office suite. OpenAI is even reportedly building a social-media platform. For now, OpenAI relies on the smartphones and web browsers people use to access ChatGPT--products that are all made by business rivals. Altman is trying to cut out the middleman and condense digital life into a single, unified piece of hardware and software. The promise is this: Your whole life could be lived through such a device, turning OpenAI's products into a repository of uses and personal data that could be impossible to leave--just as, if everyone in your family has an iPhone, Macbook, and iCloud storage plan, switching to Android is deeply unpleasant and challenging.

Read: "We're definitely going to build a bunker before we release AGI"

Several other major tech firms are also trying to integrate generative AI into their legacy devices and software. Amazon has incorporated generative AI into the Alexa voice assistant, Google into its Android phones and search bar, and Apple into the iPhone. Meta has built an AI assistant into its apps and sells smartglasses. Products and platforms which disrupted work, social life, education, and more in the early 2000s are showing their age: Google has become crowded with search-optimized sites and AI-generated content that can make it harder for users to find good information; Amazon is filled with junk; Facebook is a cesspool; and the smartphone is commonly viewed as attention-sapping, if not outright brain-melting. Tech behemoths are jury-rigging AI features into their products to avoid being disrupted--but these rollouts, and Apple's in particular, have been disastrous, giving dangerous health advice, butchering news summaries, and generally crowding and slowing user experiences.



Almost 20 years ago, when Apple introduced the iPhone, Steve Jobs said in a now-famous speech that "every once in a while, a revolutionary product comes along that changes everything." Seeming to be in pursuit of similar magic, today's video announcing OpenAI's foray into hardware began with Altman saying, "I think we have the opportunity here to kind of completely reimagine what it means to use a computer." But Jobs had an actual product to share and sell. Altman, for now, is marketing his imagination.
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The Decline and Fall of Elon Musk

The Tesla innovator becomes the latest government employee to lose his job.

by Michael Scherer, Ashley Parker




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


Updated at 6:50 p.m. ET on May 21, 2025.


"Fuck you! Fuck you! Fuck you!"

Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent was shouting at Elon Musk in the halls of the West Wing last month, loud enough for Donald Trump to hear and in a language that he could certainly understand. Bessent and Musk were fighting over which of them should choose the next IRS leader--and, implicitly, over Musk's bureaucracy-be-damned crusade. Without securing the Treasury chief's sign-off, Musk had pushed through his own pick for the job. Bessent was, quite obviously, not having it.

The fight had started outside the Oval Office; it continued past the Roosevelt Room and toward the chief of staff's office, and then barreled around the corner to the national security adviser's warren. Musk accused Bessent of having run two failed hedge funds. "I can't hear you," he told Bessent as they argued, their faces just inches apart. "Say it louder."

Musk came to Washington all Cybertrucks and chain saws, ready to destroy the bureaucracy, fire do-nothing federal workers, and, he bragged, save taxpayers $2 trillion in the process. He was a Tech Support-T-shirt-wearing disruptor who promised to rewire how the government operates and to defeat the "woke mind virus," all under the auspices of the newly created Department of Government Efficiency. For weeks, he and his merry band of DOGE bros gleefully jumped from agency to agency, terrorizing bureaucrats, demanding access to sensitive data, and leaving snack wrappers on employees' desks. But as Musk winds down his official time in Washington, he has found himself isolated within the upper reaches of the Trump administration, having failed to build necessary alliances and irritating many of the department and agency heads he was ostensibly there to help. His team failed to find anything close to the 13-figure savings he'd promised. Court challenges clipped other projects. Cabinet secretaries blocked DOGE cuts they said reduced crucial services. All the while, Musk's net worth fell, his companies tanked in value, and he became an object of frequent gossip and ridicule.

Four months after Musk's swashbuckling arrival, he is effectively moving on, shifting his attention back to his jobs as the leader of Tesla, SpaceX, and X, among his other companies. In a call last month with Wall Street analysts, Musk said he was planning to spend "a day or two per week" focusing on DOGE issues--similar to how he manages each of his various companies. The next week, he seemed to suggest that he'd be slimming down his government portfolio even more, telling reporters that he expected to be in Washington "every other week." Yesterday, he told the Qatar Economic Forum in a video interview that he no longer sees a reason to spend money on politics, though that could change in the future. "I think I've done enough," he said.

Listen: Elon Musk's luck runs out

He remains close with Trump, who still shows genuine affection for his billionaire benefactor, according to advisers and allies. But Musk's decision to focus elsewhere has been greeted as a relief by many federal leaders, who have been busily undoing many of his cuts in their departments or making DOGE-style changes on their own terms. Cabinet leaders--who did not appreciate being treated like staff by the man boasting about feeding their fiefdom into a "wood chipper"--have widely ignored some of his efforts, such as his February demand that all federal employees send weekly emails to their supervisors laying out their accomplishments in bullet points.

"How many people were fired because they didn't send in their three things a week or whatever the fuck it was?" one Trump adviser, who requested anonymity to speak frankly, told us. "I think that everyone is ready to move on from this part of the administration."

The Musk-Bessent shouting match was immediate fodder--for gossip, of course, but also for a kind of Rorschach test for MAGA-world loyalties. Several members of the administration heard it themselves. Many, many more learned about it secondhand, or even thirdhand. (Some of the details were first reported by The New York Times and Axios.)

A mild-mannered billionaire stood up to "a man-child"! Musk rugby-shouldered Bessent! There was definitely nothing physical! There was caterwauling! Musk should have been arrested! Musk did nothing wrong! It wasn't even a big deal!

After the shouting ended, Musk's pick for IRS commissioner found himself replaced with Bessent's more seasoned choice after just three days on the job. Bessent had won. The power struggle has become a symbol of Musk's inability to build support for his approach.

This story is based on interviews with 14 White House advisers, outside allies, and confidants, who all requested anonymity to describe private conversations. The White House and the Treasury Department declined to comment on the specifics of the fight, and a representative for Musk did not respond to requests for comment.

A couple of weeks after his argument with Bessent, Musk gathered reporters in the Roosevelt Room to defend himself, admitting that his latest goal of $1 trillion in taxpayer spending--already down from his initial $2 trillion target--had proved "really, really difficult."

"We are making as much progress as we can--there's a lot of inertia in the government," he told the assembled press. "So it's, like, it's not easy. This is--this is a way to make a lot of enemies and not that many friends."

At the core of Musk's challenges was his unfamiliarity with reforming an organization that, unlike his own companies, he does not fully control. Rather than taking the time to navigate and understand the quirks and nuances of the federal government--yes, an often lumbering and inefficient institution--Musk instead told his team to move fast: It would be better to backtrack later, if necessary, than to proceed with caution. (One administration official told us that Musk's view was that if he hadn't fired so many people that he needed to rehire some, it would mean that he hadn't cut enough.) As he sought to solve spending and digital-infrastructure problems, he often created new issues for Trump, the president's top advisers, and Capitol Hill allies.

"He came with a playbook that comes from outside government, and there were mixed returns on that," Matt Calkins, the CEO of Appian, a Virginia-based software company that automates business processes and has worked with the federal government for more than two decades, told us. "He comes in with his idealism and his Silicon Valley playbook, and a few interesting things happened. Does the 'move fast and break things' model work in Washington? Not really."

Calkins told us that he very much supports Musk's stated goals: government efficiency and modernization, and harnessing technology to improve the lives of citizens. But, he explained, Washington will never work the way Silicon Valley does. Its capacity for disruption is lower; although people may enjoy summoning Uber rides or ordering food via their phone, they do not rely on these innovations the way many do on, say, public education or Medicaid. "Government is a foundation, versus a technology company that usually provides a bonus--something we enjoy consuming, but not something we count on," Calkins said.

Musk's operation claims to have found $170 billion in savings by cutting grants, contracts, leases, and other spending, though the numbers have frequently been revised down owing to errors and program reinstatements. The federal workforce--roughly 4.5 million employees, including military personnel--is slated to be reduced by tens of thousands, though many of those cuts are now in limbo because of recent court orders. White House aides privately admit that a high-profile claim of fraud that Musk uncovered--that some people in Social Security databases are listed as unrealistically old--is a data problem but not evidence of actual fraud: The government had already blocked payments to those people before Musk pointed them out. (Nevertheless, Trump repeated the claim in his first official address to Congress, in March, and Musk caused a mini political crisis for the administration when he appeared on Joe Rogan's podcast and declared Social Security--an entitlement that Trump has promised not to touch--"the biggest Ponzi scheme of all time.")

Most important, Trump has made clear that Musk did not have the freedom to reshape the government as he would one of his companies. Weeks after Musk appeared onstage with a chain saw to illustrate his plans for the federal government, Trump rebuked the approach on social media: "We say the 'scalpel' rather than the 'hatchet,'" Trump wrote. Musk's legal opponents have taken to celebrating his departure as a defeat for his larger ambitions. They point to public polling that shows that his public favorability has fallen markedly since the start of the year, as well as to the backlash he faced when he went to Wisconsin to campaign for a Republican-backed state-supreme-court candidate who ended up losing by double digits.

"We kicked him out of town," Rushab Sanghvi, the general counsel for the American Federation of Government Employees, told us. "If he had stayed in the shadows and done his stuff, who knows how bad it would have been? But no one likes the guy."

At a Cabinet meeting at the end of April, possibly Musk's last, the Tesla and SpaceX leader reduced himself to a punch line, wearing two caps--a red Gulf of America one perched atop his signature black DOGE hat. He joked about all the jobs that he was juggling. "As they say, I wear a lot of hats. And as you can see, it's true. Even my hat has a hat," he said, prompting genuine laughter.

The uprising against Musk--in hindsight, the abrupt beginning of the slow end--had begun in the same room a month earlier, at an impromptu meeting. Cabinet secretaries, who had not yet been confirmed for office when Musk began his work, had been expressing frustration to Trump and to White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles, among others, about Musk's meddling. Musk, meanwhile, had been griping about what he viewed as the slow pace of hiring.

In fact, the Trump administration had been staffing up remarkably quickly by federal standards for a new administration. But, as one White House adviser explained to us, "if you're Elon, in the business of firing people, it's easy to see hiring through a different lens."

Sick of presiding over the competing complaints, Trump finally declared: Bring them all in here, and we'll have at it. The next day, the Cabinet secretaries did just that. Details of the meeting--including Musk's heated back-and-forth with Secretary of State Marco Rubio, as well as with Doug Collins, the secretary of veterans affairs, and Sean Duffy, the transportation secretary--almost immediately leaked into news reports. Musk upbraided Rubio during the meeting for not sufficiently reducing his staff, and Rubio--already upset that Musk had essentially dissolved USAID, one of the agencies under his purview--vigorously fought back. ("That was one of the turning points for Trump and Marco, where Trump realized Marco had a little spine," one Trump ally told us.)

Several people told us that though Musk understood that he was walking into an ambush, he was unaware of the extent of the coming pile-on. After the "whining about DOGE" and Musk generally "taking it," someone familiar with the meeting told us, Musk defended his efforts. At one point, he declared that his real problem was not with firing people or reducing the size of government but with quickly hiring new, better people. (Early on, Musk had been irritated that he couldn't instantaneously hire DOGE engineers, who found themselves subjected to the same MAGA loyalty tests as everyone else, and he was unable to muscle onto the government payroll a Turkish-born venture capitalist with a green card, because U.S. law generally prohibits noncitizens from working for the federal government.)

Sergio Gor, the director of the White House Presidential Personnel Office, defended the pace of hiring, which he oversees. The relationship between Musk and Gor had already been tense, several advisers told us; one adviser explained that the two men were "constantly sniping at each other." Sometime after the Cabinet meeting, Musk went to the president and, referring to Gor, said, "Please tell me I never have to ask him for anything again," the adviser told us.

With Musk's DOGE team largely in place, he and Gor have had less reason in recent weeks to interact. Others told us that the two men have since buried any disagreements and get along fine.

But the clash was yet another example of Musk chafing against the strictures of government processes, something Gor's office is designed to uphold. "There's not a lot of reverence for the system with Elon," the Trump adviser told us. "It's not a perfect system, but it is nonetheless our system."

Musk's influence on the early months of the Trump administration is, of course, undeniable. He regularly amplified administration messaging--and occasionally undercut it--on X, the social-media platform he owns. And he focused attention on an issue that many voters agree should be a priority, at least in theory: eliminating waste, fraud, and abuse in Washington, and making the government more efficient and technologically nimble. He also cut large swaths of the federal workforce, albeit in such a "haphazard" way, as one adviser put it to us, that the actual results have proved mixed. Some talented and experienced career bureaucrats--the sorts of officials Trump and Musk ostensibly wanted to retain--decamped to the private sector or took early retirement, and the general chaos led to some fired employees being hired back. At the Federal Aviation Administration, Musk's interference and cuts have caused mayhem, especially among already overtaxed air-traffic controllers. Musk also made himself the public face of the Trump administration's decision to shut down USAID, a decision that the Microsoft co-founder Bill Gates described as "the world's richest man killing the world's poorest children." (Musk, who'd initially earned the fraught designation of "co-president" and seemed destined for a rocket-fuel-caliber blowup with the actual president, also lasted much longer in government than many had surmised he would--and is exiting with something akin to grace, at least by Trumpian standards.)

Ayushi Roy, a former technologist at the General Services Administration who now teaches digital government at Harvard Kennedy School, told us that Musk has achieved at least some of his goals: cutting the federal workforce and traumatizing the employees who remain. But, she said, he has largely failed to build anything that's made government more efficient.

"I am waiting for them to actually deliver something. Right now they have just been deleting things. They haven't added any value," she told us. "If it is just us hatcheting things instead of improving or even replacing them, the goal, to me, is not actually about improving efficiency."

Calkins, the software CEO, cautioned us to not undersell what Musk has done. Given the "resolute structure" of government bureaucracy, he said, it's impressive that Musk even "got a few big nicks."

In Calkins's view, Musk might have been more successful had he been given more time--maybe a year and a half, he estimated. He told us that he thinks more cuts to government are necessary, but that Musk's approach was insufficiently judicious.

"In retrospect," Calkins concluded, "it wasn't nearly as much as we needed, and we probably didn't need the chain saw. We needed the chisel."

Musk struggled to adjust to life outside his companies, where his whims reigned supreme and he rarely needed to build consensus. "He miscalculated his ability to act just completely autonomously," one outside Trump adviser told us. "He had some missteps in all of these agencies, which would have been fine because everyone acknowledges that when you're moving fast and breaking things, not everything is going to go right. But it's different when you do that and you don't even have the buy-in of the agency you're setting on fire."

Musk also found himself clashing with other Trump advisers on policy questions that could take a bite out of his personal fortune. The billionaire argued against the administration's tariff bonanza--at one point, he urged "a zero-tariff situation" between the United States and Europe--and publicly attacked Trump's top trade adviser, Peter Navarro, calling him "dumber than a sack of bricks." In late March, according to a New York Times report, Musk was preparing to receive a secret briefing from the Pentagon on the country's planning for a potential war with China. After the Times story published, Trump posted on social media that Musk's trip to the Pentagon would not include any China briefing. But the report prompted a public outcry, including over Musk's many potential conflicts of interest.

Read: The actual math behind DOGE's cuts

"You could feel it, everything changed, the fever had been broken," the longtime Trump ally and Musk foe Steve Bannon told us in a text message about the Pentagon uproar. In Bannon's view, government officials had opted to leak to the Times rather than directly confront Musk or bring their concerns to the president--a troubling sign, he told us, of Musk's outsize power.

Now Trump-administration officials wonder just what will happen to DOGE once Musk pivots elsewhere. In some cases, DOGE employees have already become more formally enmeshed in the administration, taking on official roles within government agencies. A top Musk aide is now the Interior Department's assistant secretary of policy management and budget, and a DOGE point person to the Department of Energy is now chief of staff. One administration official told us that Musk's much-vaunted--and initially chaotic--reductions in the federal workforce are now coming to fruition across the government, but in a more organized fashion.

Musk's "special government employee" status always meant that he was going to depart the government after 130 days. But for a time, there was West Wing chatter about stretching the limit of a "working day" to allow him to extend his time in the administration. Now even Musk has stopped stoking those expectations. "The mission of DOGE--to cut waste, fraud, and abuse--will surely continue," White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told us in an email. "DOGE employees who onboarded at their respective agencies will continue to work with President Trump's cabinet to make our government more efficient."

Speaking to a group of reporters earlier this month, Musk implied that DOGE is self-sustaining and could carry on without him. "DOGE is a way of life," he told them, "like Buddhism." But when asked how, exactly, DOGE could continue, he was coy. "Is Buddha needed for Buddhism?" he asked.



This article originally misidentified Elon Musk as the founder of Tesla. He was an early investor of the company and is now its CEO.
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The Fraught Relationship Between a Pope and His Home

If Leo's predecessors are any guide, this moment of American Catholic unity likely won't last.

by Randy Boyagoda




Americans packed St. Peter's Square on Sunday to see one of their own begin his reign as pope. Vice President J. D. Vance, Secretary of State Marco Rubio, and U.S. Church leaders joined scores of American Catholics--many bearing U.S. flags--as the Chicago-born Pope Leo XIV celebrated the traditional Mass of Inauguration. The Americans' enthusiasm reflects a rare sense of unity in a deeply polarized national Church. Since Leo became pope, both its progressive and conservative factions have mostly celebrated him (some berserk corners of the internet notwithstanding). Vance, whose boss had a famously strained relationship with the last pope, emerged from a recent closed-door meeting with Leo seemingly committed to collaboration: "We're going to find some very important things to work together on."

If Leo's recent predecessors are any guide, however, this American Catholic comity likely won't last. Since 1978, when John Paul II became the first non-Italian pope in some 450 years, every pontiff has had an ambivalent, often-difficult relationship with his native country. Each in his own way broke the centuries-long pattern established by a procession of Italian popes who were intimately involved in their homeland's politics and Church life: as opponents of Roman emperors, as secular rulers during the Middle Ages and Renaissance, as prominent players in modern Italy. Pope Paul VI, the last Italian pope (other than the very brief papacy of John Paul I), reportedly wept at news of the 1978 assassination of former Prime Minister Aldo Moro: The two had known each other since university.

Read: The Conclave just did the unthinkable

The last three popes each chose very different paths between Rome and home--sometimes confrontational, sometimes aloof. Together, they offer potential models for how Leo will relate to the U.S. Church, American political leadership, and the United States more broadly.



After Jorge Bergoglio left his native Argentina in 2013 to attend the conclave that made him Pope Francis, he never returned. Francis visited several countries nearby and was not shy about engaging--or challenging--politicians and Church leaders around the world. But he remained effectively silent about Argentina, even as it cycled through three contrasting presidencies and underwent a period of extended political and economic instability. Francis rarely demurred at a question, but he was circumspect, even evasive, when asked why he never visited home.

Perhaps Francis felt that he could not intervene in Argentina with the same moral influence he frequently sought and enjoyed elsewhere. He was widely beloved there, but he left a mixed legacy. Argentinian Catholics had long debated whether Francis did enough as a local bishop to defend priests and Church interests during the country's so-called Dirty War. Moreover, during his time as the Jesuit provincial, some critics viewed him as authoritarian. Before he became archbishop of Buenos Aires, the local hierarchy sent him far from the capital--an assignment generally considered to be a form of exile.

Leo's relationship to America, by contrast, is less complicated, not least because he spent nearly his entire adult life elsewhere. His work as a missionary in Peru and his global travels as the head of the Augustinian religious order made him a "citizen of the world," as New York Cardinal Timothy Dolan said after the conclave. "Where he comes from," Dolan continued, is "secondary." True enough, theologically and ecclesially, but one has the sense that Dolan might have been trying to create breathing space for his countryman, to help him avoid being pulled into their home's perpetual politicking.

For his part, Leo has expressed much more interest in sustaining unity than siding definitively with either the American left or right. Perhaps this will prompt him to stay out of U.S. affairs--or at least take a lighter touch than Francis did with America. But Leo's repeated emphasis on dialogue in the early days of his papacy suggests he won't be content to simply keep his distance, as Francis did with Argentina.

In staying away from home, Francis took the opposite approach of his immediate predecessor, Benedict XVI, who made a concerted effort to engage with his native Germany. Benedict clashed theologically with its generally liberal Catholics, both before becoming pope in 2005--for example, in high-profile disputes with the dissident theologian Hans Kung--and also as pontiff, when the German Church began emerging as a vanguard of progressive Catholic causes.

As pope, Benedict visited the country three times, most notably in 2011, when he addressed the Bundestag. Though he was well received there, his visit spurred public protests and boycotts in response to Church teachings about sexual morality and national abuse scandals, including ones that Benedict had been accused of mishandling before becoming pope. It's tempting to read into Leo's papacy the same kind of ideological divisions that framed Benedict's relationship with Germany: Whereas Benedict was more conservative than much of Catholic Germany, some observers see Leo as further left than U.S. Catholic leaders. But Leo doesn't have the doctrinaire reputation that Benedict did when he became pope. Moreover, Leo's missionary work kept him from being enmeshed in American religious affairs and politics like Benedict was in Germany's.

By engaging in the public life of his native country, Benedict was following the example of his predecessor, John Paul II. No modern pope has--indeed few popes ever have--had as much of an impact on their homeland as John Paul II did on Poland. An estimated 11 million Poles came to see John Paul during his first papal trip to Poland, in 1979--roughly one-third of the population. They saw in their native son a confident Christian witness against communism and a reminder of their country's religious roots, which its atheist regime had covered up. Historians and papal biographers alike count the visit as a turning point not only for Communist Poland but also in the Cold War itself. The trip inspired the Solidarity workers' movement, one of the most successful opposition movements in the Soviet Union. Indeed, Lech Walesa signed the 1980 Gdansk Agreement, which granted Solidarity formal status as a trade union, with a pen commemorating the pope's visit the year before.

Yet even someone as uniformly adored as John Paul in Poland wasn't always welcomed as a source of moral authority and guidance. His first trip to Poland after the Cold War, in 1991, received a cooler and smaller response. John Paul challenged his fellow Poles to live out their newly gained freedoms in ways consistent with the Gospel and Catholic traditions, as opposed to the free market, free love, and fast food--a message that proved not as stirring as his homilies and speeches against communism.

Perhaps more divisive for Poles was his opposition to abortion, an issue he addressed in personal terms on that trip, which took place during an ongoing debate about a proposed national ban. "I cannot be indifferent to this crisis," he said. "I too am a son of this land." One ordinary Pole, interviewed by The New York Times, said that she disagreed with John Paul on the issue, but her broader view of him was unchanged: "He's our pope, and I love him." This pride and affection, uncoupled from obedience to papal authority, could provide the clearest analogy to the many American Catholics who will likely disagree with Leo's promulgation of Church teaching, whether about abortion or immigration, but nonetheless express enthusiasm about one of their own occupying the Chair of Saint Peter.

A final model for understanding Leo's potential approach to America comes not from past popes but from his own relationship with Peru, his chosen country. There Leo witnessed several national crises firsthand, as Matthew Casey-Pariseault, a scholar of Latin American religion and public life, has observed: "a bloody civil war, a decade-long dictatorship and an unstable post-dictatorship period that has so far led to three former presidents being handed prison sentences." While many in the U.S. worry about an impending constitutional crisis--perhaps even civil war, a gradual descent into authoritarianism, or dictatorship--an American with experience of all of these prospects suddenly has an unrivaled platform to address them.

Read: The Pope's most revealing choice so far

But don't necessarily expect him to do so, at least not directly. Leo has shown himself to be more reserved than most of his modern predecessors. Indeed, so far as pope, he has offered only a single direct statement about his native land.

When a reporter asked if he "had any message for the United States," he offered a standard blessing and just one more word, Whitman-like in its mysterious fullness: "Many."
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An Awkward Truth About American Work

Direct-selling schemes are considered fringe businesses, but their values have bled into the national economy.

by Lora Kelley




A few years ago, a cheeky meme made the rounds on the internet--a snappy rejoinder to a question about dream jobs: "I do not dream of labor."

The witticism, sometimes misattributed to James Baldwin, began to spread a few months into the coronavirus pandemic, as the shock of mass layoffs started to give way to broader dissatisfaction with work. Before long, an untethering from office culture, combined with the security of a tight labor market, led many workers to quit their 9-to-5 jobs. Nobody, Kim Kardashian declared, wanted to work anymore--but that wasn't exactly true. More plausibly, the "Great Resignation" marked a shift--perhaps a permanent one--in when, where, and how people wanted to work.

Moments of cultural change present openings for cons. Early in the pandemic, the number of multi-level-marketing schemes (or MLMs) exploded online. Such enterprises invite non-salaried workers to sell goods and then also earn commissions by recruiting more salespeople; the Federal Trade Commission has over the years outlined subtle legal differences between MLMs and pyramid schemes. As millions of Americans lost or quit jobs, MLM advocates on the internet made an enticing pitch: Work as we knew it wasn't cutting it anymore; other options were out there. Framing the chance to hawk leggings or makeup or "mentorship" as an opportunity that could yield flexible income and a sense of community, they promised a kind of life that was too good to be true.

A few years ago, the journalist Bridget Read started looking into the outfits behind such appeals. Initially, by her own account, Read couldn't really understand how MLMs worked. But some big questions stuck with her--among them, why exactly they were legal. She lays out what she's learned in her engaging new book, Little Bosses Everywhere: How the Pyramid Scheme Shaped America, which exposes some awkward truths about the nature of American work. Weaving in sympathetic portrayals of women who lost money and friends after working with MLM schemes, she recasts them as victims of a multigenerational swindle.

Read: LuLaRich reveals a hole in the American economy

MLM participants surely drive their friends and family crazy with their hard sells; they are also, in Read's telling, marks. She cites a 2011 analysis that found that 99 percent of participants in one MLM lost money, and she exhaustively catalogs the predations of the sector writ large. Read writes with scorn about the industry's early architects, who made outrageous health claims and touted their companies' "profits pyramid," and about right-wing opportunists who expanded MLMs' power and reach--especially the founders of Amway, a massive company with connections to Ronald Reagan and Donald Trump. But she never disparages her sources, whose stories of drained bank accounts and dashed dreams she portrays only with empathy. She threads the tale of a pseudonymous Mary Kay seller, a military veteran struggling to make ends meet, throughout the book. The woman loses more than $75,000. These vignettes keep the human toll of the schemes top of mind.

Read's indictment of MLM outfits is predictable enough, but her research also reveals how much corporate America has in common with this shady economy, which has long been dismissed as a kooky sideshow. Corporations have borrowed from the methods of MLM companies--hiring large, contingent workforces; pushing employees to think like entrepreneurs; and lobbying hard for friendlier regulations. MLMs turn out to be more closely aligned with the center of corporate life (and political power) than many people might like to think.

A key innovation of the industry was to rely on a fleet of temporary workers. During the Great Depression, when Franklin D. Roosevelt's administration was expanding the social safety net and implementing muscular work protections, an organization then called the National Association of Direct Selling Companies agitated for a carve-out that would designate salespeople as "independent contractors" rather than employees. Historically, such contractors had occupied a tiny niche, but in a time of expanding regulation, classifying workers in this way became a handy loophole. This category later set the template for tech start-ups, including Uber and DoorDash, that challenged traditional full-time employers. As of July 2023, about 4 percent of the American workforce had temporary jobs as their main or only role, and an additional 7.4 percent of Americans were independent contractors, according to a survey from the Bureau of Labor Statistics. That percentage may seem small, but it encompasses millions of workers and outnumbers many sectors of employment; other surveys find that tens of millions of Americans do such work for supplemental income too. As Read writes, "The part-time, low-paid work that direct selling pioneered" now "defines our current labor market rather than covers its gaps."

The low quality of many legitimate jobs has long provided cover for shadier schemes. Squint, and an MLM racket doesn't look all that different from the work of an influencer or telemarketer or door-to-door-salesman. If a major indictment of MLMs is that many of their contractors don't seem to actually sell much at all, well--the same could be said of many other jobs today. And the gig economy isn't walled off from the rest: Many Americans still have full-time, union-eligible jobs, but a lot of them dip into temporary or part-time work to make ends meet. The Mary Kay annual meeting features a special cheering moment for teachers who sell makeup on the side.

Read: When multilevel marketing met Gen Z

Many of the messages that MLMs adopt to reel in workers rely on a central contradiction, criticizing the corporate grind while extolling the free market. Amway recruiters, for one, have explicitly used anti-establishment language in their pitch: When you're working a 9-to-5, you are in the "rut," but when you break free and set your own hours, you are living "the dream." In fact, you are often forsaking security for precarity--or worse. As Read and others have written, the opportunity quickly becomes a disaster for all but a very lucky few. MLMs and their boosters deny that the companies are pyramid-shaped--Amway, according to one hagiographer, is shaped more like "a flower." But each, in Read's telling, also takes the form of a fun-house mirror.

Throughout the history of MLMs, contractions and collapses in the broader economy have been good for them. Direct selling was hailed as "counter-cyclical" and "depression-proof" during the 1930s, Read notes. In the 1970s, widespread white-collar layoffs and looming stagflation presented another opening. "In the direct selling business hard times are good times," the founders of Amway wrote in a 1974 edition of their corporate magazine. In more recent decades, the sector's free-market ethos dovetailed with new cultural moods: MLMs both shaped and reinforced the values of the greed-is-good 1980s, as well as the self-help-obsessed aughts and the "grindset" ethos that followed the 2008 recession. Seizing opportunities to grow businesses is, of course, what companies have always done. But this industry seized them to advance practices that flirted with, and sometimes qualified as, outright fraud.

Read ably explains why these businesses have appealed to generations of underpaid and insecure American workers, and she argues that it's not greed or stupidity that drives people (especially women juggling family responsibilities) into the arms of the schemes but the decline of middle-class stability. MLM opportunities promise what American jobs used to: security, freedom, dignity. Those promises have consistently failed to materialize. But the fact that so many are desperate to get in on the schemes each year is not a credit to the broader job market. A person well served by the economy is unlikely to salivate at the prospect of making extra cash by pushing lipsticks on the side. Today, many workers at more conventional jobs face the havoc of just-in-time scheduling and inconsistent shifts; these employees seek out more flexible arrangements in spite of their downsides.

In Read's telling, MLMs are a toxin masquerading as a cure. Among their many ruses is their insistence on a message of empowerment: that participants are "bosses" or "owners." What makes this easier to pull off is the fact that MLM outfits don't have the kind of central, visible leader the public associates with many higher-profile schemes--no Sam Bankman-Fried or Bernie Madoff or Elizabeth Holmes. Read names the leaders who benefit, and in doing so, she delivers a damning portrait of those who take advantage--and she humanizes the people they rip off. Investigating an industry notorious for doublespeak and euphemism, she calls things what they are.
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The Egregious Reinstatement of Pete Rose

To believe that pressure from Donald Trump had nothing to do with Major League Baseball's decision would require ignoring some awfully big coincidences.

by Jemele Hill




When President Donald Trump applies pressure, he very often gets what he wants--and even Major League Baseball isn't immune.

Trump has publicly called for Pete Rose to be in the Hall of Fame for years, most vocally in the past few months. Last week, MLB Commissioner Rob Manfred announced that he is lifting Rose's lifetime ban from baseball for gambling on the game, making Rose eligible for the Hall for the first time.

As recently as 2015, Manfred had denied Rose's request for reinstatement. What changed in the meantime? In a letter to the lawyer representing Rose's family, Manfred claimed that Rose's death in September--and no other factor--is what prompted him to reverse course: "In my view, the only salient fact that has changed since that decision is that Mr. Rose has recently passed away."

Jemele Hill: Trump has a funny way of protecting women's sports

But to believe that pressure from Trump had nothing to do with Manfred's decision would require ignoring some awfully big coincidences. Shortly after Rose's death last fall, Trump posted on X: "The GREAT Pete Rose just died. He was one of the most magnificent baseball players ever to play the game. He paid the price! Major League Baseball should have allowed him into the Hall of Fame many years ago. Do it now, before his funeral!" In February, Trump announced that he was going to give Rose a full pardon. (Rose spent five months in federal prison in the early 1990s for tax evasion.) Then, last month, Manfred had a meeting with Trump, during which the conversation turned to Rose. Manfred announced after the meeting that he would be ruling on a request to end Rose's ban. Meanwhile, Congress has been holding hearings into whether the major sports leagues, including MLB, are abusing their antitrust exemption in making streaming games too expensive and inconvenient. (The commissioner's office didn't reply to a request for comment.)

Technically, MLB didn't reinstate only Rose. Instead, Manfred implemented a new policy under which players who were banned for life become eligible for the Hall of Fame after dying. Fifteen other players were reinstated posthumously, but it's Rose's reinstatement that sends the most damning message. His pure baseball case to be in the Hall of Fame is, of course, clear-cut. Rose remains the all-time leader in hits, games played, at-bats, and singles. He won three World Series rings, twice as a member of the Cincinnati Reds and once with the Philadelphia Phillies.

But Rose violated the rule in baseball--and really all sports--that is considered the most sacrosanct: He gambled on the game. Though Rose swore he bet on baseball only when he was the manager of the Cincinnati Reds, and never as a player, an ESPN investigation eventually revealed that Rose did indeed bet on baseball while he was still playing.

That's the other thing about Rose: He lied. Repeatedly. His reinstatement would be much easier to accept, even to celebrate as an example of forgiveness, if Rose hadn't kept up the charade that he was innocent for well over a decade. Not until Rose had a book to sell did he finally admit to disrespecting the game.

Manfred's logic in reinstating Rose is that because Rose is no longer alive, he poses no threat to the sport. "In my view, once an individual has passed away, the purposes of Rule 21 have been served," Manfred wrote in the letter to the Rose family's attorney, referring to the specific rule in baseball that prohibits players from gambling on the game.

Michael Powell: An old school pitching coach says I told you so

Huh? Rose's death is irrelevant, because the purpose of Rule 21 is to send a message to the people who, by virtue of being alive, are still in a position to violate it. Maintaining Rose's ineligibility even after his death sends a stronger message of disapproval than wiping his slate clean posthumously--otherwise, why would anyone have complained that he was still banned?  Now that every major professional sports league has close alliances with gambling sites, and the temptation to place bets on mobile apps is omnipresent, maintaining a hard line about players gambling on the game is even more important.

During his banishment, Rose incurred a lot of public sympathy. He often painted himself as a victim. But Rose wasn't wronged here. He agreed to accept a lifetime ban in 1989 from then-Commissioner Bart Giamatti in exchange for avoiding any official ruling that he had wagered on the game. That alone was a gift. In fact, in 2002, before he eventually admitted to gambling, Rose and then-Commissioner Bud Selig were in negotiations for a reinstatement. According to reports at the time, Rose chose not to accept Selig's offer, because he would have had to be transparent about his gambling, stop making appearances in casinos, and cease gambling altogether. As he had before, Rose chose gambling over baseball.

Rose's Hall of Fame fate will ultimately be decided by the Hall's Classic Baseball Era Committee, which doesn't meet again until 2027. Rose will need to receive 12 of 16 votes to be inducted, which is far from guaranteed. Still, considering how public perception of him has softened, the possibility is real that he becomes a Hall of Famer. The members of the committee will have to judge for themselves which facts are salient.
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The Talented Mr. Vance

J. D. Vance could have brought the country's conflicting strands together. Instead, he took a divisive path to the peak of power.

by George Packer




J. D. Vance poses a problem, and at its core is a question about character. In the years after the 2016 election, he transformed himself from a center-right memoirist and public speaker, offering a complex analysis of America's social ills and a sharp critique of Donald Trump, into a right-wing populist politician whose illiberal ideas and vitriolic rhetoric frequently out-Trump the original. According to Vance and his supporters, this change followed a realization during Trump's first term that the president was lifting up the fallen working class of the heartland that had produced young J.D. To help his people, Vance had to make his peace with their champion. According to his critics, Vance cynically chose to betray his true values in order to take the only path open to an ambitious Republican in the Trump era, and as a convert under suspicion, he pursued it with a vengeance. In one account, a poor boy from the provinces makes good in the metropole, turns against his glittering benefactors, and goes home to fight for his people. In the other, the poor boy seizes every opportunity on his way up, loses his moral compass, and is ruined by his own ambition.

Both versions suggest the protagonist of a 19th-century novel--Pip in Dickens's Great Expectations, Lucien in Balzac's Lost Illusions. A novelist who set out to narrate the decline of the American empire in the 21st century might invent a protagonist like J. D. Vance. He turns up in all the key places, embodying every important theme. He's the product of an insular subculture (the Scots-Irish of Appalachian Kentucky) and grows up amid the ills (poverty, addiction, family collapse) of a dying Ohio steel town ravaged by deindustrialization. He escapes into the Marine Corps in time for the Iraq War, and then into the dubious embrace of the cognitive meritocracy (Yale Law School, West Coast venture capital, East Coast media). At a turning point in his life and the country's--in 2016, with the surprise success of Hillbilly Elegy and then the surprise victory of Trump--Vance becomes a celebrity, the anointed spokesman for the 40 percent of the country that comprises the white working class, which has sudden political power and cultural interest. He's tasked with explaining the world he came from to the world he recently joined.



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



With his gifts of intellect and rhetoric, Vance might have brought the country's conflicting strands together. They had combined to make him, and he knew them deeply--their flaws, their possibilities, their entwined fate. Instead, he took a path of extreme divisiveness to the peak of power, becoming a hard-line convert to the Catholic Church, post-liberal populism, and the scorched-earth cause of Donald Trump. Vance became a scourge of the elites among whom he'd found refuge, a kingpin of a new elite, avenging wrongs done to his native tribe.

At every step the reader wonders: Is our hero motivated by conviction, or is he the creature of a corrupt society? Does he deserve our admiration, our sympathy, or our contempt?

Still only 40, Vance is likelier than anyone to be the next president. (The biggest obstacle, for several reasons, is Trump himself.) His rise has been so dramatic and self-dramatized that he calls to mind those emblematic figures from history who seem both out of a storybook and all too human, such as Shoeless Joe Jackson and Huey Long. In the end, the question of Vance's character--whether his about-face was "authentic"--is probably unanswerable. Few people are capable of conscious, persistent self-betrayal. A change that begins in opportunism can become more passionate than a lifelong belief, especially when it's rewarded. Ventriloquize long enough and your voice alters; the mask becomes your face.

What's more important than Vance's motive is the meaning of the story in which he's the protagonist. More than any other public figure of this century, including Barack Obama (to whom his career bears some similarities), and even Trump, Vance illuminates the larger subject of contemporary America's character. In another age, his rise might have been taken as proof that the American dream was alive and mostly well. But our age has no simply inspiring and unifying tales, and each chapter of Vance's success is part of a national failure: the abandonment of American workers under global neoliberalism; the cultural collapse of the working class; the unwinnable forever war; a dominant elite that combines ruthless competition with a rigid orthodoxy of identity; a reaction of populist authoritarianism. What seems like Vance's tragic wrong turn, the loss of real promise, was probably inevitable--it's hard to imagine a more hopeful plot. After all, the novel is about a society in which something has gone deeply wrong, all the isms have run dry, and neither the elites nor the people can escape blame.

The power of Vance's story depends on the image of a hick struggling to survive and escape, then navigating the temptations and bruises of ascent. At the start of his memoir he describes himself as an ordinary person of no real accomplishment who avoided becoming a grim statistic only by the grace of his family's love. This self-portrait shows the early appearance of Vance the politician, and it's belied by the testimony of people who knew him. Friends from the Marine Corps and Yale described to me an avid reader, confident and well-spoken, socially adept, almost universally liked--an extraordinary young man clearly headed for big things. (Vance himself declined to be interviewed for this article.)

As an enlisted Marine, Vance worked in public affairs, which meant that he saw no combat in Iraq during some of the most violent years of the war. Instead, he acquired a sense of discipline and purpose in a fairly cloistered milieu. He was already interested in political philosophy, and on the sprawling Al-Asad air base, in Anbar province, Vance and a close friend discussed Jefferson and Lincoln, Ayn Rand, Christopher Hitchens and the "new atheists," even Locke and Hobbes. He was also a conservative who revered John McCain and was, the close friend joked, the only one on the base who wasn't disappointed when a mystery visitor turned out to be Dick Cheney rather than Jessica Simpson. But Vance began to have doubts about the war before he ever set foot in Iraq. In a chow hall in Kuwait, officers on their way home to the States described the pointless frustration of clearing Iraqi cities that immediately fell again to insurgents. The ghost of Vietnam had not been vanquished by the global War on Terror.


In 2003, still in his teens, J. D. Vance enlisted in the Marines and was deployed to Iraq, where he read thinkers such as Locke and Hobbes, who had influenced the American Founders. (Courtesy of Curt Keester)



"I left for Iraq in 2005, a young idealist committed to spreading democracy and liberalism to the backward nations of the world," Vance wrote years later. "I returned in 2006, skeptical of the war and the ideology that underpinned it." Whether that ideology was called neoconservatism or liberal interventionism, its failure in Iraq led in a straight line to a new ideology that was also old: "America First." On foreign policy Vance has been pretty consistent for two decades. When, while running for a U.S. Senate seat in 2022, he remarked, "I gotta be honest with you, I don't really care what happens to Ukraine one way or another," you could hear the working-class Iraq vet taking a shot at elites who send others to bleed for abstractions and are indifferent to the human collapse of Middletown, Ohio.

"America First" wasn't the only available response to disillusionment with Iraq. Other veterans who'd entered politics--Dan Crenshaw, Jason Crow, Tammy Duckworth, Seth Moulton--continued to be concerned about human suffering and the fate of democracy abroad. Nor have they abandoned liberal democracy for blood-and-soil nationalism. Vance is a politician with an unusual interest in ideas and a combative nature fed by an old wound. The combination makes him capable of going a long way down an ideological road without paying attention to the casualties around him.

Raised loosely evangelical, Vance became a libertarian atheist in his 20s--the stance of many smart, self-taught young men of the aughts in search of totalizing positions that could win mostly online arguments. "I prided myself on an ability to overwhelm the opposition with my logic," he wrote years later. "There was an arrogance at the heart of my worldview, emotionally and intellectually." Both Rand and Hitchens took him away from the community of his upbringing--from a poor white culture of non-churchgoing Christians whose identification with the Republican Party had nothing to do with tax cuts. Libertarianism and atheism were respectable worldviews of the new culture that Vance badly wanted to enter.

"I became interested in secularism just as my attention turned to my separation from the Marines and my impending transition to college. I knew how the educated tended to feel about religion: at best, provincial and stupid; at worst, evil," he would write in 2020, after his conversion to Catholicism. "Secularism may not have been a prerequisite to join the elites, but it sure made things easier." This ability to socialize himself into new beliefs set a pattern for his career.

Vance took just two years to graduate from Ohio State, and in 2010 he was accepted by Yale Law School. Entering the Ivy League put him through what the sociologist J. M. Cuddihy called "the ordeal of civility"--repression of one's class or ethnic background in the effort to assimilate to the ways of a dominant culture. As Vance later wrote, he had to get used to the taste of sparkling water, to learn that white wine comes in more than one variety. In an earlier time, the dominant group would have been the WASPs. In the early 21st century, it was a liberal multiethnic meritocracy for which a Yale law degree opened the way to power.

In this world, there was nothing odd about a descendant of several centuries of native-born white Christian Americans taking as his "Yale spirit guide" the daughter of Hindu immigrants from India. The route to New Haven is in some ways shorter from Andhra Pradesh than from the hills of eastern Kentucky. What counts is class, and class is largely a matter of education and credentials. Usha Chilukuri had all the right qualities to civilize Vance: raised in a stable, high-achieving family of California academics; Phi Beta Kappa at Yale College; master's degree from Cambridge University; even-tempered, politically opaque, hyper-organized, mapping out her work and life with Vance on Post-it notes, whiteboards, and spreadsheets. When Vance's friend from the Marines visited New Haven, Usha told them both that they'd done a good job of "course correcting" their lives. In Vance's memoir she's a kind of life coach, counseling him to unlearn hillbilly codes and habits--helping him talk through difficult subjects without losing his temper or withdrawing, expressing pride when he resists going after another driver who flips him off in traffic.

David Frum: The J. D. Vance I knew

Hillbilly Elegy--both book and film--makes much of a scene in which Vance is so baffled by the complicated tableware at a Yale dinner with recruiters from a white-shoe law firm that he has to leave the room and call Usha for guidance. "Go from outside to inside, and don't use the same utensil for separate dishes," she tells him. "Oh, and use the fat spoon for soup." The picture of a raw youth going from outside to inside with the help of his super-striver girlfriend is a little misleading. "I never got the sense that he was worse off because he hadn't gone to Yale or Harvard, just because he was so well-spoken," a law-school friend of Vance's and Chilukuri's told me. "He was intriguing to Usha, and to the rest of us too." Being a chubby-faced working-class Marine from the Midwest might have brought cultural disadvantages, but it also conferred the buoyant charisma of a young man who made it out. Regardless of place settings, Vance quickly mastered the essential Ivy League art of networking. Classmates picked him out early on as a political leader.

The earnest, sensitive narrator of Hillbilly Elegy sounds nothing like the powerful politician who sneers at "childless cat ladies," peddles lies about pet-eating Haitian immigrants, sticks a finger in the face of the besieged president of Ukraine, and gets into profane fights with random critics on X.

Everyone who met Vance in those years seems to have been impressed. He didn't have to put on Ivy League airs, or wave a hillbilly flag, or win sympathy by reciting the saddest chapters of his childhood. He kept stories of his abusive mother and her checked-out partners almost entirely to himself--a close friend was surprised by the dark details of his memoir--but he didn't cut himself off from his past. He watched Ohio State football every Saturday with another Buckeye at Yale, and he remained close to his sister, Lindsay, and to friends from his hometown and the Marine Corps.

In the early 2010s, when he began to publish short articles on David Frum's website FrumForum and in National Review, they were mainly concerned with the lack of social mobility in the working class. His voice was perfectly tuned to a moderate conservatism, strengthened by his authentic origin in heartland hardship--skeptical of government programs for the poor, but with a sense of responsibility to the place he came from. I'm making it, he said, and so can they if they get the right support. In an early essay, from 2010, he defended institutions like Yale Law School against a rising right-wing populism that saw a country "ruled by perniciously alien elites." This burn-it-down politics was a luxury that poor people couldn't afford. His "political hero," according to Hillbilly Elegy, was Mitch Daniels, the centrist Republican governor of Indiana. His choice for president in 2012 was Jon Huntsman Jr., the former Utah governor and ambassador to China, who made Mitt Romney seem a bit extreme.

Read: How the 'Tiger Mom' convinced the author of Hillbilly Elegy to write his story

Vance planned to write a policy book about the problems of the white working class. But when he came under the wing of the professor Amy Chua, the author of Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother, who fostered his relationship with Usha and recommended him for coveted jobs, she urged him to write the story of his life.


In 2017, when Vance was still a progressive darling due to his ability to explain Donald Trump's appeal among white working-class voters, he went on Late Night With Seth Meyers to promote Hillbilly Elegy. (Lloyd Bishop / NBCUniversal / Getty)



At the end of Hillbilly Elegy, Vance describes a recurring nightmare, going back to childhood, in which he's pursued by a terrifying antagonist, a "monster"--in at least one dream his unstable mother. While he was at Yale she became addicted to heroin, and he later had to drive to Ohio to keep her from ending up homeless. The nightmare returned just after he graduated--but this time the creature being chased is his dog, Casper, and the enraged pursuer is Vance. At the last moment he stops himself from hurting his beloved pet, saved by his own capacity for self-reflection. The dreamer wakes to a bedroom filled with all the signs of his happy new life. But the past is still alive, and the nightmare leaves a haunting insight: "I was the monster."

Reading the book today is like the reversal of roles in Vance's dream. The earnest, sensitive narrator of Hillbilly Elegy sounds nothing like the powerful politician who sneers at "childless cat ladies," peddles lies about pet-eating Haitian immigrants, sticks a finger in the face of the besieged president of Ukraine, and gets into profane fights with random critics on X. Vice President Vance is the pursuer. So it's a little disorienting to return to Hillbilly Elegy and spend a few hours in the presence of a narrator who can say: "I love these people, even those to whom I avoid speaking for my own sanity. And if I leave you with the impression that there are bad people in my life, then I am sorry, both to you and to the people portrayed. For there are no villains in this story."

In an essay for this magazine in 2016, Vance called Trump "cultural heroin"--the most apt metaphor possible. Trump is a drug that has led the white working class to resentment, bigotry, coarseness, delusional hope.

As a writer, Vance passes the most important test in a work of this kind: He's honest enough to show himself in an unfavorable light--hotheaded, cowardly, often just sad. He's wary of any simple lessons or wholly satisfying emotions. He loves his family and community, but he is unsparing about their self-destructive tendencies. He rejects the politics of tribal grievance and ostentatious piety that now defines the populist right. If the book has a message, it's the need to take responsibility for your own life while understanding the obstacles and traps that blight the lives of others--to acknowledge the complex causes of failure without giving in to rage, self-pity, or despair. "There is a cultural movement in the white working class to blame problems on society or the government," Vance warned, "and that movement gains adherents by the day."

From the January/February 2024 issue: George Packer on what the working class really wants

It's not a message to impress the MAGA mind. The author's nuanced analysis and policy ideas might well make Vice President Vance retch. In countless interviews and talks related to his New York Times No. 1 best seller, Vance spoke movingly about his childhood, criticized the low standards that both right and left impose on his people, and offered no easy answers for their desperate lives, only a kind of moral appeal to self-betterment and community that sounded like the centrist commentary of David Brooks. In his open-collar shirt and blazer, with smooth cheeks and boyish blue eyes, a fluent delivery and respectful responses, Vance appeared to be living proof that the meritocracy could take a self-described hillbilly and make him one of its own, creating an appealing celebrity with an important message for comfortable audiences about those left behind.

So Hillbilly Elegy is a problem for right-wing populists--and also for Trump opponents who now loathe Vance, because it takes an effort not to sympathize with the book's young hero and admire the eloquence of its author. By 2020, when Ron Howard's movie was released, at the end of Trump's first term, critics who might have turned to the book for insight had soured on the white working class, and they excoriated the film. (Tellingly, it was far more popular with the general public.) By then it was no longer possible to have an honest response to a book or movie across political battle lines. Hillbilly Elegy, published four months before the 2016 election, came out at the last possible moment to shape a national conversation. It belongs to an era that no longer exists.

Other than learning how elites get ahead, Vance made little use of his law degree. He spent a year clerking for a Kentucky judge, and less than a year at a corporate firm in D.C. Even at Yale he knew that practicing law didn't interest him. What he later called "the most significant moment" of his law-school years was a talk in 2011 by the billionaire venture capitalist Peter Thiel. I spent time with Thiel for a magazine profile that year, so I'm familiar with the pessimism of his thinking: America is going through a period of prolonged stagnation; supposedly revolutionary digital technologies like the iPhone and social media have turned out to be trivial, while chronic problems in the physical world--transportation, energy, bioscience--haven't improved; and this lack of dynamism drives elites like the ones in Thiel's audience to compete furiously for a dwindling number of prestigious but ultimately meaningless jobs.

This analysis of a soulless meritocracy in a decadent society held more than intellectual interest for Vance. Thiel was describing what Vance had already begun to feel about his new life among the credentialed: "I had prioritized striving over character," Vance later wrote. "I looked to the future, and realized that I'd been running a desperate race where the first prize was a job I hated." The talk gave an abstract framework for the psychological conflicts besetting a refugee from decline: burning ambition, and the char of guilt it leaves; longing for elite acceptance and resentment of elite disdain (the professor who scoffed at state-school education, the classmate who assumed that Marines must be brutes); what Vance called the "reverse snobbery" that a poor boy from flyover country feels toward the Yale snobs who know about butter knives while he alone confronts a belligerent drunk at the next table in a New Haven bar. In an interview with Rod Dreher of The American Conservative upon the publication of Hillbilly Elegy, Vance said, "It's the great privilege of my life that I'm deep enough into the American elite that I can indulge a little anti-elitism." He added, "But it would have been incredibly destructive to indulge too much of it when I was 18."

Elite anti-elitism--contempt from a position of strength, the ability to say "Thanks but fuck you"--offered a way out of the conflicts. This was the first of many gifts from Thiel, and Vance would go on to indulge it every bit as destructively as his new mentor could wish. But not yet. He was still hard at work earning his credentials and preparing to enjoy their fruits.

The author of Hillbilly Elegy could only have a complex view of Donald Trump: an intuitive grasp of his appeal for people in Middletown, and horror at his effect on them. In an essay for this magazine published just a few weeks after the memoir, in the summer of 2016, Vance called Trump "cultural heroin"--the most apt metaphor possible. Trump was an overwhelmingly tempting drug that brought relief from pain but inevitably led to self-destruction, enabling all the ills--resentment, bigotry, coarseness, delusional hope--of a white working class in rapid decay. Shortly before the election, Vance warned that a refusal by Trump to accept its results would further alienate his supporters from politics, saying he hoped Trump "acts magnanimous." Late on Election Night, when Trump's shocking victory appeared imminent, ABC News, suddenly in need of an authority on Trump voters, pulled Vance from Yahoo News into its main studio as a native informant. "What are they looking for from Donald Trump?" George Stephanopoulos asked. "What do they want tangibly?" Vance replied that they wanted a change in direction, and that if Trump failed to bring one, there would be "a period of reckoning." Then he added with a slight smile: "I do think that folks feel very vindicated now, right? They believed in their man. They felt like the media didn't believe in their man."

What did Vance believe in?

Trump's win brought the author of Hillbilly Elegy to new prominence as a national voice. It also placed a roadblock directly in the path of his ambitions. He had identified himself as a Never Trump conservative, privately wondered if Trump was "America's Hitler," and voted for neither major-party candidate. Suddenly the establishment that had embraced him and elevated him beyond his dreams could no longer offer means of ascent. Just about everyone who knew Vance assumed he intended to enter politics, but the Daniels-Huntsman-Romney species of Republican was halfway to extinction.

In January 2017, a week after Trump's inauguration, a group of about a dozen conservatives--adherents of "reform conservatism," a modernizing, more inclusive strain that took seriously issues such as inequality and the environment--gathered with Vance at the Washington offices of the Hoover Institution to advise him on his political future. These were policy intellectuals who had encouraged and validated young Vance. They discussed what their agenda should be now that a Republican few, if any, of them had supported was president. Were there positive aspects to be gleaned from Trump's populism on issues like immigration? How far should Vance go to accommodate himself to the cultural-heroin president? One thing was certain: The people in the room were already losing their value to Vance.

A week later, on February 3, he spoke about Hillbilly Elegy and Trump at David Axelrod's Institute of Politics, in Chicago. He gave one of his most thoughtful performances, trying to tie the unraveling threads of the country back together, urging his audience to see the common ground between working-class Black and white Americans, arguing that both the cultural left and the racist alt-right represented a small number of mostly coastal elites. But he also made a startling claim about Trump that he would return to in the coming months and years: "If you go to one of his rallies, it's maybe 5 percent him being really outrageous and offensive, and 95 percent him talking about 'Here are all the things that are wrong in your community, here's why they're wrong, and I'm going to bring back jobs.' That was the core thesis of Trump's entire argument."

Never mind the tone, Vance was saying, it's trivial--pay attention to the content. But his percentages weren't remotely accurate, and he was ignoring the inextricable bond between inflammatory language and extreme policies that held Trump's speeches together and thrilled his crowds: What's wrong in your community is them. Vance, too intelligent not to sense the hollow core of his claim, was taking a step toward Trump.

He also informed his audience that he was moving back to Ohio.

According to a classmate, while still in law school Vance had gotten in touch with Thiel, who extended an open invitation to come see him in Silicon Valley. After graduation, marriage to Usha, and short stints in the legal profession, he moved to San Francisco and, in 2016, started working at Thiel's venture-capital firm Mithril. But technology investing seemed to hold little more interest for him than corporate law. What excited him was politics and ideas. Thiel was preparing to endorse Trump and was mounting a radical attack on America's sclerotic and corrupt institutions--universities, media, corporations, the regulatory state. His rhetoric became extreme, but his goals remained vague. Trump was an experiment: Thiel wanted to blow things up and see what happened, and if it all went wrong he could move to New Zealand, where he'd invested millions of dollars and acquired citizenship. The alliance between Thiel (monopoly advocate, cognitive elitist, believer in supermen, admirer of the antidemocratic thinkers Carl Schmitt and Leo Strauss) and Vance (son of the common people, who get screwed when things go wrong and have no way out) shows that reactionary populism is capacious enough to appeal to every resentment of the liberal status quo.

It's hard to see the hand of Catholic humility in Vance's public life. His conversion anticipated a sharp turn in how he went about pursuing power.

With prolonged exposure to the master class--the junkets in Aspen and Sun Valley--Vance collected disillusioning stories that would later help justify his political transformation: the tech CEO whose answer for the loss of purpose among displaced workers was "digital, fully immersive gaming"; the hotel mogul who complained that Trump's anti-immigrant policy made it harder for him to find low-wage workers. One feels that these clueless capitalists, like the condescending Yalies of half a decade earlier, played a genuine role in Vance's turn away from the establishment, but that he enlisted them disproportionately. Incidents like these provided a kind of indulgence that allowed him to feel that he wasn't with the elites after all, wasn't betraying his own people while explaining their pathologies over dinner to the superrich--a role that was becoming more and more distasteful--and under the table he and Usha could quietly signal to each other: We have to get the hell out of here. These people are crazy.

The Vances moved first to Columbus in 2017, then bought a mansion in Cincinnati the following year and filled it with children while they both pursued the extremely busy careers of the meritocracy. Vance explained his return to Ohio as a desire to give back to his troubled home region and help reverse its brain drain; his political ambitions went unmentioned. He announced the creation of a nonprofit to combat the opioid epidemic, but the group, Our Ohio Renewal, raised almost no money and folded before it had achieved much more than placing a couple of op-eds. He put more effort into funding regional start-ups with venture capital, but one of his biggest bets, an indoor-agriculture company in Appalachia, went bankrupt. With seed money from Thiel, in 2019 Vance co-founded his own firm, Narya Capital, and invested in the right-wing video-sharing platform Rumble and a prayer app called Hallow. Like Thiel's Mithril Capital and big-data company, Palantir, the name Narya comes from Tolkien's The Lord of the Rings--a novel that obsesses a certain type of brainy conservative, particularly younger religious ones, with its hierarchical social order and apocalyptic battle between good and evil. As Vance turned away from classical liberalism, Locke and other Enlightenment philosophers gave way to Tolkien and C. S. Lewis. That same year, he became a Roman Catholic.

Around Easter 2020 Vance published an essay about his conversion in the Catholic journal The Lamp. It describes a largely intellectual experience, informed by reading Saint Augustine and the literary critic Rene Girard, driven by disenchantment with the scramble for credentials and consumer goods, and slowed by his reluctance to embrace a form of Christianity that would have been alien to Mamaw, his late grandmother. He finally made up his mind when he "began to see Catholicism as the closest expression of her kind of Christianity: obsessed with virtue, but cognizant of the fact that virtue is formed in the context of a broader community; sympathetic with the meek and poor of the world without treating them primarily as victims." Vance hoped that Catholicism would help him to care less about professional prestige, "let go of grudges, and forgive even those who wronged me." However he is doing in private, it's hard to see the hand of Catholic humility at work in his public life. His conversion anticipated a sharp turn in how he went about pursuing power, and it coincided with a wave of high-profile conservatives turning to religion. The essay was titled "How I Joined the Resistance."

Vance didn't give up his former beliefs all at once. It took him four years, from 2017 until 2021, to abandon one politics for another--to go from Never Trump to Only Trump. Compared with the overnight conversion experiences of innumerable Republicans, this pace seems admirably slow, and it probably reflects Vance's seriousness about political ideas. He took time to make them intellectually coherent; then the moral descent was swift and total.

Tom Nichols: The moral collapse of J. D. Vance

A close friend of Vance's, another Ohioan, gave the most generous explanation of his political conversion. "His views have always been kind of rooted toward doing good for the working-class segment of America," the friend told me. Progressives embraced an identity politics that placed Vance's people somewhere near the bottom, and standard conservative policies hadn't worked for them, especially on trade. In Ohio, Vance found that his people had become big Trump supporters. By 2018, the friend told me, Vance believed that Trump "was committed at least to doing the things he said and fixing the problems that J.D. also identified as problems"--the loss of jobs and decline of communities. In 2017 Vance had said that manufacturing jobs had been lost mainly to automation, and that protectionism wouldn't bring them back. Before long he was blaming globalization, China, and the Republican donor class. "At that point J.D. realized he was very aligned with Trump on the issues," the friend said.

In 2018, Vance told an acquaintance that he was thinking of voting for Trump in 2020. Onstage with Amy Chua that same year at the Aspen Ideas Festival, he said that people he knew in Ohio were angrier at Wall Street and Silicon Valley types than at ethnic- or religious-minority groups, and that Trump's speeches, though "tinged with criticisms of Mexican immigrants or Muslims," directed 85 percent of their vitriol at "coastal elites." Another doubtful calculation--but it allowed Vance to align Trump's more acceptable hostilities with those of his people and, by implication, his own. He wasn't going to insult Mexicans and Muslims in front of an Aspen crowd, but the crowd itself was more than fair game.

The next year, at a pair of conservative conferences, Vance argued that libertarianism didn't have the answer for what ails American parents and children, workers and communities. He championed a "pro-family, pro-worker, pro-American-nation conservatism," and he said: "In my own life, I've felt the demons that come from a traumatic childhood melt away in the laughter and the love of my own son." The policy implications weren't entirely clear. He was against abortion, Facebook apps designed to addict children, pointless wars that got his Marine buddies killed, and CEOs who didn't care about American workers and families; he was for mothers and kids. He ended one speech by saying, "Donald Trump has really opened up the debate on a lot of these issues, from foreign policy to health care to trade to immigration."

By 2020 Vance had publicly turned away from the residue of Reaganism toward what came to be called "the new right," "national conservatism," or simply "populism." In a sense, he was following the well-trod path of his generation of conservatives. The Republican establishment had failed, the reformers hadn't amounted to much, the Never Trumpers had lost--here was the obvious alternative.

But what had Trump actually done for people in the postindustrial heartland? The fentanyl crisis raged on, manufacturing job growth remained anemic, and the president's main achievement--a tax cut--benefited corporations and billionaires far more than the working class. Vance knew all of this, and in early 2020 he wrote to one correspondent: "Trump has just so thoroughly failed to deliver on his economic populism (excepting a disjointed China policy)." But the political winds had turned, and now he massaged his public remarks about Trump into vague approval while keeping his criticism private. Vance was getting ready to enter politics.

The generous account of Vance's political conversion contains some truth. It still fails to explain what followed.

A change in his view of tariffs didn't require Vance to go to Mar-a-Lago with Peter Thiel in early 2021 to seek the disgraced ex-president's forgiveness, then start and never stop repeating the very lie about a stolen election that he had warned against in 2016. In moving away from the Enlightenment and globalist neoliberalism, he could have stopped at the reactionary writer Christopher Caldwell or the post-liberal scholar Patrick Deneen. He didn't need to spend 90 minutes schmoozing with an alt-right podcaster and rape apologist who goes by Jack Murphy (his real name is John Goldman), insisting ominously: "We are in a late-republican period. If we're going to push back against it, we have to get pretty wild and pretty far out there and go in directions that a lot of conservatives right now are uncomfortable with."

Cassie Chambers Armstrong: 'Hillbilly' women will get no help from J. D. Vance

Vance could have run for the Senate as a populist without maligning half his compatriots--liberals, immigrants, women without children--as hostile to America. He could have become a father without devoting a speech to mocking the "childless left." The Catholic Church didn't command him to stop caring about human beings in other countries, or to value Israel more than Ukraine because most Americans are Christian and Jesus was born in Bethlehem, not Kyiv. He could have turned away from his Ivy League credentials after they stopped being useful without declaring war on higher education and calling professors "the enemy." He could have put aside his law degree and still held on to what it taught him about judicial independence and due process.


The 2024 Republican National Convention, in Milwaukee, where Vance became Trump's nominee for vice president (Joseph Rushmore for The Atlantic)



After 2020 the prevailing politics on the right was apocalyptic, vituperative, and very online. Vance, ever skilled at adaptation, went with it all the way. If, as his patron Thiel argued, the country was under the control of a totalitarian, brain-dead left, almost any form of resistance was justified. When Vance argued that "the culture war is class warfare," he was giving himself license to stigmatize large groups of Americans and flout the rule of law as long as he did it in the name of an abstraction called the working class.

But Vance never got away from elites. He simply exchanged one set of benefactors for another--traded Yale professors and TED audiences and progressive Silicon Valley CEOs for the money and influence that came with Peter Thiel, Tucker Carlson, and Donald Trump Jr. One elite elevated him to justify their contempt for the working class; the other championed him in order to burn down the first. Vance is interesting not only because he changed camps and was talented enough to thrive in both, but because the camps themselves, out of the lesser sin of decadence or the greater sin of nihilism, have so little to offer the country.

Vance transformed himself into the fullest incarnation of the Trump reaction--fuller than Trump himself, because Vance is more intelligent and disciplined, less likely to wander and stop making sense. He willed this change on himself because he had a lot to atone for and he was in a hurry. It won him Trump's blessing in 2022 in a U.S. Senate race that Vance was losing, which gave him the Republican nomination and the election, leading to his choice as vice president in 2024, which could make him Trump's 44-year-old successor in 2028.

Vance's political transformation is so complete that it's also physical. In the film adaptation of the Vance novel, imagine a scene in which the protagonist's features in 2016 dissolve into a very different face circa 2025. The round cheeks and pudgy chin are now hidden by the growth of a Trump Jr. beard. The blue eyes, no longer boyish, are flatter, and they smile less. And the voice, which used to have an almost apologetic tone, as if he wasn't sure of his right to hold the stage, now carries a constant edge, a kind of taunt. He's more handsome but less appealing, and the loss of appeal comes from the fact that, like the movement that now runs the country, he's animated by what he hates.

Like Trump, Vance shows no interest in governing on behalf of anyone outside MAGA. But the various phases of his life story make him--and him alone--the embodiment of all the movement's parts. In a speech in March at a business conference, he called himself a "proud member of both tribes" of the ruling coalition--meaning of the populists like Steve Bannon, and of the techno-futurists like Elon Musk. He discounted the likelihood that they'll fall out, and he insisted that innovations such as artificial intelligence will benefit ordinary Americans, because--despite the evidence of the past half century--"it's technology that increases the value of labor." MAGA can't breathe without an enemy, and workers and innovators have "the same enemy": the government. But MAGA is now the government, and the contradictions between its populists and its oligarchs are obvious.


Vice President Vance arrives in the Rose Garden for the president's announcement of his "Liberation Day" tariffs on April 2, 2025. (Andrew Harnik / Getty)



Vance's transformation has another advantage besides the obvious one for his political prospects. When he grins slyly and says, "I'm gonna get in trouble for this" before launching an attack on some despised group, you can feel him shucking off constraints that he's had to impose on himself since that recruitment dinner at Yale--or even earlier, since he was a boy in Middletown surviving the violence of adults. This more aggressive Vance has drawn closer to that hillbilly culture he long ago escaped. The vice president of the United States doesn't let a challenge to his honor pass. He's quick to anger, ready with a jibe, picks fights on social media, and brandishes insults such as "moralistic garbage" and "smug, self-assured bullshit." He divides the world into kinfolk and enemies, with steadfast loyalty for those in the first category and suspicion or hostility for the great majority consigned to the second. He justifies every cruel policy, blatant falsehood, and constitutional breach by aligning himself with the unfairly treated people he grew up with, whether or not his administration is doing them any actual good. His idea of American identity has gone hard and narrow--not the encompassing creed of the founding documents, but the Appalachian dirt of the graveyard where his ancestors lie buried.

To succeed in the world of elites, Vance had to let himself be civilized, at a psychological cost. When that world no longer offered what he wanted, he found a new world of different elites. They lifted him to unimagined heights of power, and at the same time they brought him full circle, to a return of the repressed.



This article appears in the July 2025 print edition with the headline "The Talented Mr. Vance." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.

*Lead-Image Sources: Stephen Maturen / Getty; Tom Williams / CQ-Roll Call / Getty.
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Modi's Escalation Trap

A counterterrorism policy designed to burnish a strongman's image risks setting off new rounds of conflict.

by Vaibhav Vats




Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi has forged a new counterterrorism doctrine during his decade in power: Any terrorist attack emanating from Pakistan will face a scorching Indian-military response. The policy carries inherent risk, both internationally and domestically.

That it can easily commit India to a spiral of escalation was demonstrated during the exchange of hostilities with Pakistan two weeks ago. On the domestic side, the counterterrorism policy is of a piece with Modi's effort to project himself as a strongman, which carries its own escalatory risks because it depends on both stoking ultranationalism and keeping it under control.

For four days starting earlier this month, exchanges of fire between India and Pakistan gathered intensity and scope, with the theater of engagement extending deeper into both countries than it had in five decades. At home, Modi had encouraged a climate of heightened emotion among his followers. Pro-government networks and broadsheets portrayed Pakistan as an archenemy that Indian forces would soon vanquish. Media outlets reported, for example, that the port of Karachi, Pakistan's largest city and financial capital, had been destroyed--one of many breathless stories that did not turn out to be true.

Read: Why this India-Pakistan conflict is different

Then, on the evening of May 10, President Donald Trump announced a cease-fire between the two countries on Truth Social. The American intervention came as a surprise--one that did some damage to the Indian prime minister, who has projected himself not only as a fierce advocate for India's strategic interests but also as a global statesman deliberating on weighty geopolitical questions, such as the war in Ukraine.

Many of the Indian prime minister's followers felt that allowing the Trump administration to broker a deal was a humiliation and a capitulation to a foreign power. For that reason, New Delhi did not acknowledge the American intervention in its public statements on the cease-fire, even as the Pakistani side hailed Trump's role in ending the fighting. Still, right-wing social-media accounts turned on the Modi government and its officials with expletive-laden tirades, many of which assailed the personal life of their intended targets. They attacked India's foreign secretary as a traitor and doxxed his daughter. (The secretary promptly switched his X account to private, to shield himself and his family from a barrage of invective.)

That any cease-fire was necessary was a surprise and a letdown for Modi's base, which had expected a swift victory based on a combination of misinformation and what was likely an overestimation of India's military strength and operational superiority. Such illusions should have been punctured during the conflict, when Pakistan downed at least two Indian jets and unleashed drones and missiles that matched Indian capabilities. In the first week of May, India launched nine air strikes into Pakistan and Pakistan-administered Kashmir.

Past skirmishes with Pakistan had allowed Modi to construct a triumphalist narrative of strength that played to his domestic audience. A 2019 air strike into Pakistan helped propel him to reelection for a second term with an enhanced majority. But this latest exchange had a far less satisfying denouement: an uncertain military outcome and a diplomatic embarrassment, in the eyes of Modi's nationalist base.

Trump made a bad situation worse with another Truth Social post less than a day after the cease-fire announcement, in which he offered to mediate the Kashmir dispute. Mediation is a delicate subject in India because of the country's bruising colonial experience; it is often equated with an assault on Indian sovereignty. The 1972 Simla peace agreement, signed between India and Pakistan after a war the previous year, stipulated that all disputes between the two countries be addressed bilaterally--language long understood as a bar to third-party mediation. American diplomacy played an important role in tamping down previous conflicts over the territory in 1999 and 2019, but President Bill Clinton and Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, respectively, were careful not to trumpet their interventions in those cases.

Read: A crisis is no time for amateurs

Trump's pronouncements immediately led to a volley of criticism from India's opposition parties and independent voices, which began comparing Modi unfavorably with Prime Minister Indira Gandhi: She delivered a decisive victory in the 1971 war with Pakistan despite frosty relations with President Richard Nixon. A newspaper owner in Modi's home state of Gujarat was arrested for making the comparison.

In remarks delivered at the White House two days after the cease-fire announcement, the U.S. president further gloated about stopping a potentially nuclear conflict that could have killed millions of people.

That evening, Modi addressed India in a prime-time speech for the first time since the conflict began. Absent was the measured restraint that might have lowered the temperature after such an unnerving conflict. Instead, Modi told the public that India's military offensive had brought Pakistan to its knees to beg for a cease-fire. He reaffirmed India's position on retaliatory military action as a response to terror attacks, declared that he had called Pakistan's nuclear bluff, and warned that he had not abandoned the military operation but merely suspended it. Modi followed these prime-time remarks with another belligerent speech the next day, belittling Pakistan's military capabilities when he visited an Indian air base.

The bellicosity of these two speeches, at a time when the cease-fire was still tenuous, seemed to reflect Modi's need to appear muscular in the face of public criticism and after being undermined by Trump's swagger. (Trump would recount his role in ending the conflict several more times during his Middle East trip, with each new utterance compounding the domestic problems for Modi.)

But if the prime minister's aggressive demeanor played well to his domestic base, it also alienated a number of India's South Asian neighbors. Many of these governments worry about the Modi regime's propensity for bullying, and not one has spoken in favor of India's military actions. Last week Modi's government, normally intolerant of its political opposition, conscripted it into a campaign for damage control: It put together delegations of representatives from all of the country's political parties, with the intention of sending them to foreign capitals to make India's case.

The crisis and its aftermath have demonstrated how India's national security has become almost entirely captive to burnishing the personality cult of its leader. The result is a country that comes across to others as at once boastful about its growing power and prickly about criticism of its human-rights record.

A few hours before the cease-fire came into force, the Indian government fine-tuned its new counterterrorism doctrine, classing incidents of cross-border terrorist violence as "acts of war." Any such attack, the policy makes clear, will incur an Indian-military response.

The timing of the announcement suggests that Modi seeks to overshadow the end of the fighting with a display of strength and a deterrent warning. But the doctrine may be just as apt to make conflict between India and Pakistan more likely and recurrent, rather than less, as it raises the stakes of any skirmish--particularly after this last four-day conflict, which passed previous thresholds of violence between the nuclear-armed rivals.

In the past, India prided itself on being a responsible power that respected human rights and international law--an island of stability in a volatile region. Modi's embrace of Hindu nationalism and his tilt toward authoritarianism have since stained the country's reputation for pluralism and democracy. Now they are leading the Indian prime minister to lean into a military adventurism that could make him a danger to the entire region.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/05/modi-india-escalation-trap/682870/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



COVID Shots for Kids Are Over

The FDA's new approach to boosters could mean that kids will no longer be able to get vaccinated against the disease to begin with.

by Katherine J. Wu





 Long before he joined the FDA to run the center that regulates vaccines, Vinay Prasad argued against COVID shots for kids. Among his many criticisms of the United States' approach to combatting the disease, Prasad has insisted that pediatric vaccines have few benefits for kids--and has maintained that the FDA should never have authorized COVID boosters for them, that the CDC should never have recommended those shots, and that "it is malpractice for a doctor to recommend the booster to children." And he has advocated for the CDC removing the COVID vaccine from the childhood-immunization schedule.



Just two weeks into his tenure as the FDA's new vaccine czar, Prasad seems to be taking the first steps toward turning this rhetoric into reality.



Yesterday, he and Marty Makary, the FDA's new commissioner, announced a new framework for COVID-19 vaccines: The agency will no longer green-light new formulations of COVID shots for healthy people under 65, unless companies submit data from new clinical trials that prove the shots' worth--an unusual ask, experts told me, for vaccines that have already been through the sorts of rigorous studies that scrutinize their safety and effectiveness, and received the agency's authorization or approval. When describing this shift in an article published in The New England Journal of Medicine, as well as in a livestreamed FDA press conference, Prasad and Makary--neither of whom has formal training in infectious disease or vaccinology--focused primarily on the implications for COVID boosters for young, healthy adults. But experts outside of the agency told me that the policy could also prevent most American children from accessing their initial series of COVID vaccines--essentially guaranteeing that kids will first encounter the virus without protection.



At the press conference, Prasad once again criticized the CDC's 2023 decision to add COVID vaccines to the childhood-immunization schedule, which currently recommends the shots as a two- or three-dose series as early as six months of age. He and Makary did not, however, explicitly address whether their new framework will ultimately cut healthy, young kids off from an initial series of COVID vaccines. (In theory, children with certain preexisting conditions should remain eligible.) But several vaccinologists, pediatricians, epidemiologists, and vaccine-policy experts told me that the agency's stance on the matter appeared to be leaning toward yes, at least without new data from companies that will be extraordinarily challenging to collect, if companies try to collect such data at all.



When I contacted the FDA seeking clarification on whether kids will continue to have access to their first COVID vaccines, I did not receive a response. When reached for comment, Emily G. Hilliard, HHS's press secretary, did not answer my questions about the primary series for kids, but said via email that "a rubber-stamping approach to approving COVID boosters in perpetuity without updated clinical trial data under the Biden Administration is now over."







From the earliest days of the pandemic, children have been afflicted by severe COVID at lower rates than adults. "We certainly did not see as much pediatric disease as we saw adult disease," Buddy Creech, a pediatrician and the director of the Vanderbilt Vaccine Research Program, told me. But kids also were not spared the virus's worst effects. After the pandemic began, the virus became a top-10 cause of death among American minors, and it has killed more than 1,000 children, many of whom had no preexisting health conditions.



Kids, like adults, are also vulnerable to long COVID, albeit at lower rates. And they have experienced their own unusual, terrifying manifestations of disease, including the inflammatory condition MIS-C. (MIS-C has become much less common in recent years, but is poorly understood and could return with future variants, Creech told me.) Disease that manifests rather mildly now may change as the virus continues to evolve. And generally speaking, among kids, "the younger the child, the higher the risk for severe disease," Sallie Permar, the chair of pediatrics at Weill Cornell Medicine, told me.



Yesterday, at the press briefing, Prasad noted that COVID hospitalizes children far less often than it does older adults. But diseases also don't have to be catastrophically deadly to warrant a childhood-vaccination policy, Ofer Levy, the director of the Precision Vaccines Program at Boston Children's Hospital, told me. The death rate for chicken pox, for instance, is extremely low, but the vaccine is available to, and recommended for, all children--not just those with preexisting conditions. And COVID vaccines for kids, especially in the smaller doses tailored to the youngest age groups, are "among the safest we know of," Permar told me. Although myocarditis is a rare side effect of COVID vaccines, it is primarily a concern for adolescent boys and young men, rather than very young kids; in general, the shots' side effects include redness at the injection site, soreness, and fever.



In short, kids are at risk from the virus, and a safe shot can lower that risk. Now, though, per the FDA, apparently "the risk isn't high enough," Grace Lee, a pediatrician at Stanford, told me. (During the early years of COVID, Lee chaired the CDC's advisory committee on immunization practices, or ACIP, which recommended the vaccines for children.)



Prioritizing vaccination for those at highest risk of a particular disease, as the FDA's new policy would, is sensible. Focused messaging can be an especially powerful way to increase uptake, Creech pointed out. That is sorely needed for people over 65, who are among the groups at greatest risk from the virus and aren't staying up to date on their shots. Many of the experts I spoke with also said that recommendations that counsel repeat shots for most Americans don't make as much sense as they used to: Much of the population has immunity from both vaccines and infections, and recent COVID waves have been far more blunted than they were in the past. ACIP was already mulling limiting the recommendations for annual COVID shots to only those at highest risk.



But the question of whether most Americans should be getting COVID shots regularly is fundamentally different from the question of whether healthy kids should be able to get a primary series of shots early in life. Today's children will likely have to contend with different versions of this virus for the rest of their lives, and taking away the option to gain protection ahead of disease "is a myopic view of COVID prevention," Gregory Poland, a vaccinologist and the president of the Atria Research Institute, told me. This country generally does vaccinate against every vaccine-preventable disease that affects children in the U.S., as early as is practical and possible. At the very least, "parents should have an option," Lee told me.





Without an explicit FDA policy addressing the primary vaccine series for kids, the experts I spoke with said they weren't sure how quickly access to the shots would dwindle for children. Current COVID vaccines for children could remain available until the next update. But if the CDC alters the recommendations for children, that could tank insurance coverage for the shots, or pediatricians' willingness to stock them. "I think this next year is going to be full of confusion," Jason Schwartz, a vaccine-policy expert at Yale, told me. With so much in limbo, manufacturers may not want to keep up production of pediatric shots at all, which are formulated differently and in smaller doses. And pediatric COVID vaccines remain under emergency authorization--which the FDA could still strip entirely.



The FDA has, in theory, laid out a path for future approvals of COVID vaccines, including for healthy young kids--through new clinical trials. But those sorts of studies are expensive and laborious--particularly when they involve children, who get very sick at lower rates than adults and whose parents might not want to enroll them in studies that could offer them only a placebo, Lee told me. The new framework also calls for trials to measure whether vaccines can reduce the risk of symptomatic cases of COVID. But because the shots work best against severe disease, that criterion could set up new shots to fail.



Prasad and Makary stressed that many other countries, including much of Europe, have long since abandoned recommendations that healthy children get COVID shots. But "it's apples and oranges," Theresa Chapple, an epidemiologist who is on the board of Vaccinate Your Family, told me. "We don't have similar health-care systems, and we don't have similar proportions of healthy people." At baseline, Americans are at more risk--which warrants more baseline precaution.



In the past, the U.S. government has seen fit to restrict or pull vaccines only under extraordinary circumstances: major new safety concerns, a better immunization option, eradication of disease. And those decisions have generally come only after political leaders consulted multiple scientific experts in the field, which Prasad and Makary chose not to do through their agency's typical channels. (The FDA's panel of independent vaccine experts is scheduled to meet tomorrow.) Rather, political appointees with preexisting opinions on COVID vaccines appear to have enacted policy unilaterally. Prasad and Makary publicly went after COVID boosters. But kids' first defenses against the virus are likely to be that attack's collateral damage.
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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 Madeleine 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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How Colin Jost Became a Joke

The "Weekend Update" host knows exactly what he's doing.

by Michael Tedder




On a recent episode of Saturday Night Live, the cast member Sarah Sherman dropped by the "Weekend Update" desk in character as the accountant Dawn Altman, the latest in her repertoire of high-strung weirdos. Altman was theoretically there to give one of the co-anchors, Colin Jost, some bad news about his tax returns. Instead, she proceeded to accuse him of using cocaine, allowing his personal plane to be used for ICE deportations, employing the financial services of Jeffrey Epstein, and, finally, running some sort of sex-slavery ring right behind the "Update" set. All the while, Jost endured this barrage by cycling through a number of pained, embarrassed responses--sighing, shaking his head, muttering "Okay, okay," and eventually putting his head in his hands.

When Jost first took the job as a "Weekend Update" co-host in 2014, he came off like a cocky prep-school kid doomed to discover that the rest of the world does not share the high opinion he has of himself. Some armchair critics and social-media users sighed that of course Lorne Michaels had given the show's most prestigious job to another "bland white guy," a sign that this most hidebound of institutions was unable to adapt to a changing world. But eventually, Jost seemed to find that he could win the public's goodwill by acknowledging its disdain. Leaning into his unlikability gave Jost a distinctive comedic energy--and, funnily enough, made him a lot more likable.

"Default punch line" is probably not where Jost thought he'd end up after joining the satirical news segment. When he first started on the "Update" desk, Jost tried to channel the energy of past anchors, an effort that did not do him any favors. He had solid chemistry with his co-host, Michael Che (who often plays the part of a perpetual scoundrel, a counterpoint to Jost's straitlaced affect), and could capably land a punch line, but he had a "replacement-level player" quality that he struggled to shake.

He also had a tendency to stick his foot in his mouth by making tone-deaf jokes, or flatly seem like a jerk, or maybe even just a little bit lazy in his joke writing. Take a bit from early in his tenure about how America is like a roller coaster that only the privileged should enjoy. "I just want it for me and my ethnicity, and then it's closed forever," Jost mused, a blunt criticism but delivered with enough smugness that it also made him seem like a guy who could hover above the country's misfortunes. That moment came a few weeks after Donald Trump had hosted SNL, which invited criticisms that the show had helped normalize his political ascent by treating him like a sideshow.

To his critics, Jost's smug humor felt noticeably anachronistic at a time when the #MeToo and Black Lives Matter movements were calling for a greater awareness of society's deep inequalities, and for ostensibly liberal institutions to do better. Jost's central flaw as a comic was that he could come across as flippant; he sometimes seemed like a human embodiment of a newspaper op-ed telling you to calm down. He could crack jokes about Trump's corruption or Hollywood's panicked reaction to the Harvey Weinstein revelations, but you never really got the sense that he treated these subjects as much more than simple fodder--and although, to be fair, his job is to tell jokes, the jokes he tended to pick often seemed a little lazy.

Every great "Weekend Update" anchor must eventually put their stamp on the desk. Tina Fey communicated moral authority by shredding the misogyny of the 2000s; Seth Meyers brought a wry humanism while also coming off like the world's most exasperated MSNBC addict; Norm MacDonald crossed every possible line and didn't seem too worried about it. Jost, meanwhile, found his groove by appearing to accept that many people were eager to tell a guy like him off. He didn't exactly shed his entitled persona, but he settled into a role as a sort of pressure-release valve--a way for others to process their cultural anxieties.

For example, Sherman, who joined the show's cast in 2021, is his greatest tormentor. I almost called her a sparring partner, but that would imply that Jost ever gets a word in edgewise. From her earliest appearances, Sherman demonstrated a talent for nimbly turning every innocuous thing Jost said against him, at one point insisting that he kiss Che and accusing him of being a homophobe for refusing--and, when he finally agrees, accusing him of now mocking the queer community by pretending to be gay. Her jokes depict him as representative--fairly or not--of an antiquated mindset (his discomfort about the idea of him kissing a man) that Sherman's open-minded peers are perpetually butting up against. But she also paints Jost as someone who can't win, because he's unable to keep up with the speed of her humor--and the more she piles it on, the funnier the exchange becomes.

Read: The SNL sketch that captured millennial anxiety

Part of the tension is instinctively visual. Jost is clean-cut and buttoned-up; Sherman is young and hip. Across SNL history, the show has poked fun at the establishment and counterculture alike. But in their working relationship, Jost is the establishment--and by taking it on the rhetorical chin, he and the show subtly demonstrate an understanding of why counterculture types like Sherman get enraged.

It's not just Sherman who gets in on the flogging. Che likes to insist that all of Jost's worst detractors are completely valid in their assumptions, such as when he recently noted (as was rumored at the time) that if the next pope came from Africa, he'd "have to travel over Colin's dead body." Bowen Yang instructed Jost to introduce him as "Asian Cast Member"--then feigned indignation when it actually happened, before gleefully boasting, "I set your ass up." Bill Murray, the ultimate lackadaisical blue-collar guy, took his turn with the whip during the Saturday Night Live 50th Anniversary Special by pointedly not including Jost on his list of the best "Update" anchors of all time, while Jost looked on.

In real life, Jost has kept his personal politics a secret. But his actual beliefs, whatever they are, don't really matter in this role. All the jabs boil down to the idea that he is a stand-in for white men in positions of power--and that mocking him is really a way to mock them. To Jost's great credit, none of it would work without his willingness to stand there and serve as a punching bag, something that previous smug anchors, such as Dennis Miller, would have never allowed. He's found many ways to sigh and signal his pained realization that this is really what they think of me, as he telegraphs with every look--a forbearance that counterintuitively makes him more sympathetic. (The title of his memoir, A Very Punchable Face, also communicates this self-awareness.)

Jost is now the longest-running "Weekend Update" host in history, and it's rumored that he might be leaving the job soon. If that's true, then I'll miss him. But against all expectations, he achieved greatness--by embracing his image. His legacy is secure.
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What RFK Jr. Doesn't Understand About Autism

Starting with his claims of an "autism epidemic."

by Hanna Rosin




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

Expressing concern can sometimes be a delicate endeavor. One can intend to be empathetic, but the target of concern hears only condescension and pity. So it is with Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who recently talked about how much autistic children suffer. These poor kids, he said at a July 16 press conference, would never "pay taxes. They'll never hold a job. They'll never play baseball. They'll never write a poem. They'll never go out on a date. Many of them will never use the toilet unassisted." Listening to Kennedy, some parents of autistic children felt seen. "I found myself nodding along as Mr. Kennedy spoke about the grim realities of profound autism," Emily May, whose daughter has limited verbal ability, wrote in The New York Times. But our guest this week, Eric Garcia, who attended the press conference, saw it differently. Such an intimate and detailed accounting of their failures, Garcia says, "almost bordered on pornography to me."

Garcia, the author of We're Not Broken: Changing the Autism Conversation and a political reporter at the Independent, has watched as Kennedy's forceful entry into the autism debate has deepened confusion about the condition and opened up rifts in the autism community. In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Garcia about myths spreading about autism under Kennedy. Yes, there's the one about how vaccines cause autism, which the scientific community has rejected. But there's also a more fundamental one that Kennedy references often: Is there, as he repeats, an "autism epidemic"? And if not, what explains the dramatic rise in reported cases of autism over the past few decades? Garcia also recounts his own story growing up autistic in the age of exploding diagnoses, and landing now in a moment where, for his job, he covers a health secretary's particular brand of concern.

The following is a transcript of the episode:



Hanna Rosin: Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is very concerned about autism. He has been for a couple of decades, since he first became convinced that mercury in vaccines made children autistic, which by the way, there is no credible evidence supporting this theory.

On April 16, now as head of Health and Human Services, RFK gave a press conference, and he described the tragedy of what he calls the autism "epidemic."

For years, he has insisted there is an epidemic, even though there is a lot of debate among researchers about this--all of which he dismisses as "epidemic denial," a term he repeated several times in that press conference.

Robert F. Kennedy Jr.: There are many, many other studies that affirm this, and instead of listening to this canard of epidemic denial, all you have to do is start reading a little science, because the answer is very clear, and this is catastrophic for our country.

Rosin: "Catastrophic," he says, because families continue to suffer, because their child will never, as he put it, do many of the things that make life worth living.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic.

There is a lot of confusion out there about autism--why it's increasing, if it's even increasing. And what even counts as autism? And I think it's fair to say that RFK's strong and public entry into this debate has not in any way helped to clear things up.

So we're gonna talk to someone who writes about autism and also covers politics for the U.K. paper the Independent, and is himself autistic: Eric Garcia, author of We're Not Broken: Changing the Autism Conversation.

Eric, welcome to the show.

Eric Garcia: Thank you.

Rosin: Eric, you covered that April 16 press conference that RFK held about autism. Was there anything in his statement that stuck out to you?

Garcia: Yeah, you know, there was obviously the whole thing, which is that "autism destroys families."

RFK Jr.: This is an individual tragedy as well. Autism destroys families, and more importantly, it destroys our greatest resource, which is our children.

Garcia: Saying that autism destroys children or destroys families is so corrosive, and it goes into the larger stereotype that people with disabilities are a burden.

RFK Jr.: These are kids who will never pay taxes. They'll never hold a job. They'll never play baseball. They'll never write a poem. They'll never go out on a date. Many of them will never use a toilet unassisted.

Garcia: I hear him taking some of the most intimate and graphic details of autistic people's lives and using it as a pawn for spreading disinformation.

RFK Jr.: These are children who should not be--who should not be suffering like this. These are kids who, many of them were fully functional and regressed because of some environmental exposure into autism when they're 2 years old. And we have to recognize we are doing this to our children.

Garcia: And I see him also taking the real challenges that high-support-needs people [have] and making their lives seem like a tragedy rather than lives that are whole and worthy on their own. This isn't to say that they don't face significant challenges. They absolutely do, but exploiting their experiences in such a public way, in some ways, almost bordered on pornography to me.

Rosin: I want to get into RFK's actual ideas about autism. Let's start with the idea that there's an autism epidemic. This is something he's been saying for decades. It's a critical part of his argument. It's the assumption from which everything else flows: There is an epidemic, so we have to get to the root of it and do something about it. So I'm going to do something that's not that podcast friendly, which is look at what anybody listening to this podcast could do, which is Google the term increase in autism diagnoses, increase in autism, and you'll see--can you describe what you're looking at?

Garcia: Yeah, it's known kind of, like, as the hockey stick.

Rosin: Yeah.

Garcia: What you see is that over time, there was an increase in diagnoses. So it says that something like one in 10,000 kids in the past had an autism diagnosis. And then over time, that number just increases and increases, and it makes it look like, on a very surface level with a very surface-level understanding, that this is an epidemic.

Rosin: Right. And I want to pause here because I feel like this is very confusing to people. Anybody can Google these charts, and pretty much any year you start in--so there's a chart that shows California. You can start in the '40s and '50s. Basically, nobody has autism.

Garcia: Correct.

And then it's around the year 1990 when it starts to lift. And then you get to 2020, and it booms into the sky. Now, you can do this about Northern Ireland, California, Sweden--

Garcia: Oman, China.

Rosin: --Oman, China. I mean, basically everybody would look at these charts and hear RFK say there's an autism epidemic, and it makes some kind of sense. And I think it's really important to pause here because that's what a layperson who knows nothing would pick up.

Garcia: It totally makes sense that on the surface it looks like there's this spike. But you have to remember, of course, autism didn't get a separate diagnosis in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders until 1980. It didn't get one. Then you got what was then called Asperger's syndrome, thanks to the research of Lorna Wing in the United Kingdom. Then in 1994, which was the year that my parents started screening me for things, you got I believe it was PDD-NOS, pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise specified. But, you know, it was this gradual improvement in and broadening of the spectrum. And then in 2013, what happened is the American Psychiatric Association, which publishes the DSM, puts all of these diagnoses under one umbrella as autism spectrum disorder, and there are levels.

There's Level 1 autism, which is people who can speak in full sentences but might have difficulty with sensory processing or might have difficulty with social interaction. Then there's Level 2, where they might be able to speak in smaller sentences or smaller words. And then there's Level 3, which is where they need, you know, I think, the classic around-the-clock care that we typically associated with autism--and we still associate with autism. And we shouldn't erase those people. But I think that it's important to remember that the diagnostic criteria was changing at the time.

Rosin: Right, so all this broadening of the diagnostic criteria, all the stuff you're describing, that explains a lot of the sudden rise, what RFK is calling "the epidemic."

Garcia: Yes. This was around the time that people with disabilities received more rights. The [Americans with Disabilities Act] was passed in 1990. And it's important to remember that even though autism wasn't really mentioned in the ADA, it was mentioned specifically in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, and that just meant that you saw an increase in the number of children being served who had what we now consider autism spectrum disorder.

So it's kind of this strange marriage of the science improving and government policy causing a windfall. So it was easy, I think, for people to look at those numbers and say epidemic.

Rosin: Right. And the obvious question is why? Now, RFK seems pretty certain about what the cause is.

RFK Jr.: Within three weeks--and probably, we're hoping, in two weeks--we're going to announce a series of new studies to identify precisely what the environmental toxins are that are causing it. This has not been done before, and we're going to do it in a thorough and comprehensive way, and we're going to get back with an answer to the American people very, very quickly.

Rosin: By the way, Eric, it's been, like, two or three weeks, and that report never came out, at least not yet. But the important phrase to me in that is "precisely what environmental toxins are causing it," not if environmental toxins are causing it but which ones. So what does he mean by that? He's basically concluded, despite this openness he has to doing research, that the cause of autism is environmental toxins. What is he referring to?

Garcia: This is something that's been talked about for a long time, which is that environmental toxins have contributed, if not play a major role, in the increase in autism rates.

And then the other major culprit is, of course, vaccinations, and particularly the MMR vaccination--the measles-mumps-rubella vaccine. And that has been debunked multiple times. The guy who put out that study, Andrew Wakefield, had his medical license revoked in the United Kingdom, and the study that was put out in 1998 was retracted in 2010.

Rosin: Right. So we have pinned down what RFK believes: This is an environmental toxin. Let's get to the root of it.

Garcia: Correct.

Rosin: That's his belief, and he happens to be the secretary of the HHS, so his belief holds some weight right now. Now let's shift from what he believes to what the scientific consensus and the world is saying, versus what RFK is saying. When were you born?

Garcia: I was born in 1990.

Rosin: 1990. Okay. That's a critical year because it's around the period that everyone pinpoints to when autism starts to explode. What is your experience as a child, growing child of how people are talking about autism?

Garcia: This is really interesting. It's funny, the way that my mom says it is that--so we were living in Wisconsin at the time, and she read this ad on the paper for, like, free pre-K screenings. This is, like, in 1994 or '95. They couldn't pinpoint, but they said there was something "wrong" with me or there was something--like I wasn't hitting the marks.

But you have to remember, of course: There's always a lag in scientific understanding, like, when something is established, you know, officially versus when it enters our bloodstream, so to speak, or enters the zeitgeist.

So they didn't know, but they were like, Well, he's verbal. He could speak, so we don't know if that's autism, and things like that. And then what happened was we moved to Sacramento, and what happened, according to my mom, is that she's trying to get services, things like that. They say, He's fine. There's nothing wrong with him. It's weird--like, in Wisconsin, they're like, Something's, quote, unquote, "wrong." And then in California it's, There's, quote, unquote, "nothing wrong with him."

And then it just so happens that my dad's boss's wife happened to be the head of, like, special education for the entire region. So that got me, like, an in. And then what happened is afterward, we moved to San Antonio, Texas, and there was this one doctor who, I guess, had been researching autism for a while. And then they were like, Well, this is what it's called--this Asperger's syndrome.

And then, like, I started--and it's funny because, you know, when you hear this term Asperger's syndrome, it's like you can imagine the kind of jokes that are made on the playground at the time. And, you know, it was funny because my diagnostic journey kind of matched the science and the public understanding as it was coming.

[Music]

Rosin: So the scientific consensus and Eric's life seem to show that a major reason autism is, quote, "on the rise" is because of improved awareness and access to health care. But within the autism community, there is a lot less consensus about what RFK is saying and what should be done next. That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: RFK is not the only person, though, who believes that this isn't just about diagnoses.

Garcia: Correct.

Rosin: Right. So there are legitimate scientists who would say, Oh, it's not just a matter of: We're capturing more people. There is something going on. So I want to talk about that for a minute. Even RFK agrees that autism has a genetic component. Like, studies of identical twins have shown that they are more likely to both be autistic. What other factors have people found have contributed to autism since the 1990s?

Garcia: Yeah. There have been talks about how, like, you know, parents having children older is--

Rosin: Right, the age of fathers.

Garcia: The age of fathers is one of the things. There's talk about mutated sperm. You know, so there definitely is some discussion. And, you know, and I should note that the United States spends so much money on researching autism, and a large chunk of the projects the United States government and nonprofits fund are about biology.

Rosin: So what, in your mind, is the problem with RFK calling it an epidemic?

Garcia: The problem with RFK calling it an epidemic, in my opinion, is that it treats it like it's a crisis. It treats it as if it's something to be fixed or it's something to be mitigated and something to be stopped. And when we already spend so much time researching the biology and researching--and I'm not necessarily even opposed to researching biology. I think it could be worthwhile. I think it could lead to scientific breakthroughs. It could help with finding ways to treat co-occurring conditions, like epilepsy. A lot of autistic people die from epileptic seizures.

But, like, treating it as a crisis and treating it as something to be fixed or prevented is corrosive to a lot of families. It's corrosive to a lot of autistic people. It puts the blame back on parents, and it focuses more on fixing this issue rather than accommodating and giving services to autistic people when the pie is so scarce. You know, this is the same administration that is trying to cut Medicaid.

Rosin: Right. So when you are standing and listening to RFK say things like this, to you, the message is, Something about me needs to be fixed.

Garcia: Yes. And something about a large amount of people needs to be fixed, rather than, These are people who are human beings who need services and who need support and who need acceptance in the world.

Rosin: I want to talk about how RFK's statements have opened up and exposed certain rifts inside the world of autism. Recently, a mother of an autistic child, Emily May, wrote an op-ed in The New York Times, which was called "Kennedy Described My Daughter's Reality."

She writes, "When [Robert F. Kennedy] Jr. said in a recent press briefing," the same one we've been talking about, "that autistic children will 'never pay taxes,' 'never hold a job,' 'never play baseball,' many people in the autism community reacted angrily." Probably you did, Eric. "And yet I was transported back to the psychiatrist's office and her bleak prognosis that my child might never speak again. I found myself nodding along as Mr. Kennedy spoke about the grim realities of profound autism."

Can you explain what this divide is about between, say, a community that you represent and this parent's community of children who she describes as profoundly autistic?

Garcia: Yeah. First off, I should say, and I want to be as careful as I can with this--I don't want to make too many people mad. It's important to remember that a lot of parents of high-support-needs autistic kids disagree with Emily, and a lot of people agree with her. In fact, Emily and I were DMing before that article came out. And, you know, the thing that I would say is that term, "profound autism," that is an ongoing debate that's going on right now because The Lancet in 2021, 2022 put out a commission arguing that there needed to be a separate label called "profound autism" for those kind of, as I mentioned, Level 3 autistic people or what we would call high support needs. And their argument is that the diagnosis of the spectrum is too broad, and that creating the 2013 diagnosis of ASD erases the needs of some people, of those high-support-needs people, and folks like myself are occupying the conversation.

Rosin: Is that because you can speak for yourself, whereas a nonspeaking child cannot necessarily speak for themselves?

Garcia: Yeah, that's their argument.

Rosin: And so they feel like they've been made invisible now?

Garcia: They feel like they've been made invisible, and I think that they feel like, while we've been highlighting a lot of the accomplishments of people like myself, that we're ignoring their needs. And so there's this idea that there's a need to create a separate label, profound autism, and a lot of autistic self-advocates, including some nonspeaking autistic self-advocates, argue that this is that this would just add to stigma--and that by labeling someone as profoundly autistic, that would lower expectations and say that they would never be able to achieve all those things.

And the thing that I would say is that a lot of times, my overture--I'm not an activist; I'm a journalist; I'm a writer; I write about autism, but I don't advocate for a policy thing, but my overture--and my olive branch and my fig leaf is the people who are on the front lines, advocating for your kids, are those same speaking autistic advocates and those same self-advocates.

It's funny--when I was interviewing Julia Bascom, the former head of the Autistic Self Advocacy Network, she has in her office one of the signs that they made for pushing back against the repeal of Obamacare, saying, "Please don't cut Medicaid so autistic people have to stop making phone calls."

They are on the front lines this time to prevent the cuts to Medicaid that Republicans want to do, that RFK's administration--the Trump administration--wants to do, and House Speaker Mike Johnson wants to do, and Republicans in the House want to do.

Rosin: I see. So you're saying you, as a speaking autistic advocate or writer, are not making a distinction between high needs and not-high needs. You're just out there raising awareness for autism more broadly, whether it's for her kid, for yourself, for society just to generally understand autism.

Garcia: And I'll say this, and I mean this from the bottom of my heart, and forgive me for being--I don't know how emotional I can be in this thing.

Rosin: As much as you want.

Garcia: Yeah. I think meeting other autistic people, including high-support-needs, nonspeaking autistic people, helped me learn about myself. You know, I think about how when nonspeaking autistic people for so long--they're diminished, and their voices are erased, and people write them off as not worthy or not valid. I'm reminded of when I was called a retard in elementary school.

And so what I would say to them is that, like, I don't know what it's like to be nonspeaking autistic, but I do know what it's like to be overwhelmed and overstimulated in a world that doesn't--you know, I didn't drive a car to get here, because I can't drive.

Some autistic people can drive, and God bless them. I just can't. It's overwhelming--sensory overload. And I guess what I just want to say is that I don't know exactly what it's like, but I've learned so much from your kids. I've learned so much, and I've learned how similar we are. And I've learned how, even though there are still very big differences, that they deserve to be treated [as] valid. And if I fought so hard to get my voice heard, my God, the reason why I try to interview nonspeaking--it is so important in all of my books and all of my writing to include nonspeaking voices, because, my God, I want their stories told and I want them to be heard.

Rosin: Isn't that what RFK wants? Like, what's wrong with his approach to nonspeaking autistic kids? Like, his bringing this to light? What's the difference between what you want and what he wants?

Garcia: I think what I want is, I think the difference--because, believe it or not, there is some overlap--is that he sees this as a tragedy to be fixed. I see these as people who deserve everything possible. We're probably always going to have autism, and we're always going to have autistic people with us.

So what do we do about it? How do we serve these people? How do we see them as full human beings who have needs and wants and concerns, and how do we fix the gaps so that the actually impairing and disabling parts of autism are addressed and mitigated? And how do we help them to live good and happy lives?

Rosin: Well, Eric, I feel like that is a beautiful place to end. I really appreciate you coming and talking to me about this.

Garcia: Hanna, I really appreciate you having me here. Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes and Jinae West. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid. We had engineering support from Rob Smierciak, fact-checking by Yvonne Kim. 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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The Trump Administration's Favorite Answer

President Donald Trump once promised, "I alone can fix it." Now he has a different message.

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 of the key predecessors of the modern Republican Party was the Know Nothing Party, so called because of its secrecy. When asked about the organization, members would reputedly reply, "I know nothing."

The Donald Trump-era GOP shares some things with its 19th-century ancestor: populist politics, xenophobia, and staunch opposition to immigration. And like their forebears, many current Republican officials profess to know nothing. But whether they are also equivocating or simply unaware is not clear.

Yesterday on Capitol Hill, Senator Dick Durbin quizzed Secretary of Health and Human Services Robert F. Kennedy Jr. on cuts to research on amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, reading off a list of terminated employees and grants.

"I do not know about any cuts to ALS research, and I'm happy to--" Kennedy started.

"I just read them to you!" a frustrated Durbin interrupted.

"I will have to go and talk to Jay Bhattacharya," Kennedy said, referring to the head of the National Institutes of Health. If Kennedy wasn't selected for his medical expertise--"I don't think people should be taking medical advice from me," he said last week--and he also doesn't have the administrative capacity to track what's going on in his department, one wonders why Kennedy is leading HHS.

In a different Senate hearing yesterday, on the confirmation of former Representative Billy Long to lead the IRS, Senator Elizabeth Warren asked the nominee whether it's legal for the president to direct the IRS to revoke an organization's nonprofit status. Warren said she'd raised the question with Long during a meeting three weeks ago, at which time Long had said he needed to consult with lawyers. Now Warren wanted to circle back. Yet even with time to check and the statute's language in front of him, Long deflected: "I'm not able to answer the question." (Somehow, this was not the most cringe exchange in Long's hearing.)

Later in the day, in Boston, Justice Department lawyers were struggling to answer questions from federal judge Brian E. Murphy, who hurriedly convened a hearing after claims by lawyers that the administration put several people, including a Vietnamese man, aboard a plane for deportation to war-ravaged South Sudan, in possible defiance of a judicial order.

"Where is the plane?" Murphy asked, according to The New York Times.

"I'm told that that information is classified, and I am told that the final destination is also classified," a DOJ lawyer said. Murphy wanted to know under what authority the government was classifying the flight's location. The attorney replied--you guessed it--"I don't have the answer to that." (The plane landed in Djibouti this morning, according to the Times. Murphy said today that the flight "unquestionably" violated his order.)

Secretary of Homeland Security Kristi Noem, in yet another Senate hearing, might have been better off pleading ignorance. Instead, she confidently and incorrectly told Senator Maggie Hassan that "habeas corpus is a constitutional right that the president has to be able to remove people from this country." Though she thought she knew, she didn't know either.

In their unawareness, these officials are taking their lead from the president. Trump once promised, "I alone can fix it," but now he has a different message: I have no idea.

Is the administration deporting people to Libya? "I don't know. You'll have to ask Homeland Security."

Why did Trump choose Casey Means to be surgeon general, even though she didn't finish her medical residency? "Bobby [Kennedy] really thought she was great. I don't know her."

Why did Trump's Truth Social account post an image of him dressed as the pope, ahead of the conclave? "That's not me that did it. I have no idea where it came from--maybe it was AI. But I know nothing about it."

Had Trump been briefed on U.S. soldiers missing during an exercise in Lithuania? "No, I haven't."

Would Trump direct his administration to provide any evidence that the graduate student Rumeysa Ozturk, who was snatched off the street by plainclothes ICE officers, was connected to Hamas? "I'll look into it, but I'm not aware of the particular event." (Ultimately, the DOJ failed to produce any convincing evidence, and a judge ordered Ozturk's release.)

Why did Trump sign a proclamation authorizing his administration's use of the Alien Enemies Act to deport Venezuelan migrants? "I don't know when it was signed, because I didn't sign it. Other people handled it." (Trump did, in fact, sign it.)

Given this pattern, it's little surprise that when NBC's Kristen Welker asked Trump, "Don't you need to uphold the Constitution of the United States as president?" he had a less-than-reassuring answer: "I don't know."

Some of this disengagement stems from Trump's tendency to approach the presidency not as an executive but rather as a pundit. He'd prefer to watch from the sidelines and comment than actually get into the messy work of governance. Like a witness conspicuously unable to recall things, Trump and his aides may also sometimes find it easier to claim they don't know what's happening than to accept responsibility.

Trump's first administration was dysfunctional and ineffective, in part because of Trump's detachment and inattention. So far, his second term has been much more effective. Because Trump doesn't appear to have experienced any radical transformation, that's more likely a factor of the people who are now working in his administration--though not, apparently, Kennedy or Noem.

Trump and his allies have questioned who was really in charge from 2021 to 2025 if President Joe Biden was struggling to manage the presidency. The president's professed unawareness of what's going on inside his administration raises the same question about his White House. Who, exactly, does know what's going on?

Related:

	Trump is hiding behind his lawyers.
 	Kristi Noem should probably know what habeas corpus is.






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The decline and fall of Elon Musk
 	An awkward truth about American work
 	The David Frum Show: Trump's national-security disaster




Today's News

	President Donald Trump, who met with South African President Cyril Ramaphosa in the Oval Office, confronted Ramaphosa about the treatment of white Afrikaners in the country.
 	The Trump administration formally accepted a Boeing 747 jet gifted by the government of Qatar.
 	The European Union and Britain announced new sanctions on Russia yesterday, a day after Trump and Russian President Vladimir Putin had a call to discuss the war in Ukraine.




Evening Read
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America's Johnson & Johnson Problem

By Adam M. Lowenstein

For generations, J&J was best known for Johnson's Baby Powder, a product that the company promoted as a symbol of its trustworthiness. "The association of the Johnson's name with both the mother infant bond and mother's touch as she uses the baby products is known as Johnson & Johnson's Golden Egg," a 2008 company presentation asserted. "This association is one of the company's most precious assets."
 In No More Tears, Harris argues that the "halo" from this "Golden Egg" helped obscure a different side of Johnson & Johnson: a sprawling conglomerate that has acted brazenly, sometimes even illegally, in the pursuit of profit.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	What AI thinks it knows about you
 	What Trump got right in the Middle East
 	The fraught relationship between a pope and his home
 	The egregious reinstatement of Pete Rose
 	Modi's escalation trap




Culture Break



 Marlen Mueller / Connected Archives



Believe it or not. Manvir Singh's new book, Shamanism: The Timeless Religion, explores how visionary healers became a fixture of contemporary American culture and politics.

Read. "Skin a Rabbit," a short story by Honor Jones:

"A whoop and a stampede--the boys were running by. They must have spotted Biddy."

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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'I Have Never Seen Anything Like This'

Photos from a week of destructive tornadoes across the United States

by Alan Taylor

More than 900 tornadoes have already been reported in the U.S. this year, according to the National Weather Service. This past week saw outbreaks in more than a dozen states that damaged or destroyed countless homes and killed at least 42 people.


Debris floats in a pool near a severely damaged house on May 18, 2025, in the community of Sunshine Hills outside of London, Kentucky. A tornado struck Sunshine Hills just after midnight on May 17, 2025. (Michael Swensen / Getty)




An aerial view of destroyed homes left in the path of a tornado, seen in London, Kentucky, on May 18, 2025. (Carolyn Kaster / AP)




James Sexton is overcome by emotions while cleaning up the debris of his house on May 18, 2025, in the community of Sunshine Hills, outside of London, Kentucky. (Michael Swensen / Getty)




A woman carries her wedding dress after finding it among the debris in the Sunshine Hills neighborhood on May 17, 2025. (Seth Herald / Reuters)




Lesly Karen Cornett stands in a doorway in her destroyed house on May 18, 2025, in Sunshine Hills, outside of London, Kentucky. She and her husband took shelter in their bathtub and were fortunate to only receive a few cuts. (Michael Swensen / Getty)




A drone view shows damaged houses after a tornado struck St. Louis, Missouri, on May 17, 2025. (Lawrence Bryant / Reuters)




Residents inspect their home after a tornado completely tore off the back wall of a two-story house in St. Louis, on May 16, 2025. (Lawrence Bryant / Reuters)




"I have never seen anything like this," said Jerikah McCloud, who looks out the destroyed second floor of her family home in the Academy neighborhood of St. Louis on May 17, 2025. (Laurie Skrivan / St. Louis Post-Dispatch / ABACA / Reuters)




Cars are seen flipped over in a neighborhood in Bloomington, Indiana, after a tornado. Several tornadoes hit Greene and Monroe counties in south central Indiana, leaving a path of destruction. (Jeremy Hogan / SOPA Images / Reuters)




The post office in Clear Creek, Indiana, lies in ruins, destroyed by a tornado. (Jeremy Hogan / SOPA Images / Reuters)




A billboard is seen twisted and a car mangled in Bloomington, Indiana. (Jeremy Hogan / SOPA Images / Reuters)




A roof is torn off a home along North Main Street, just south of County DF in Juneau, Wisconsin, on May 16, 2025. Several tornados reportedly touched down in western and central Wisconsin bringing damage to the Dodge County area. (Mike De Sisti / Milwaukee Journal Sentinel / USA Today / Reuters)




Utility workers with Alliant Energy work to restore power in Mayville, Wisconsin, on May 16, 2025. (Mike De Sisti / Milwaukee Journal Sentinel / USA Today / Reuters)




Five-year-old Preston Prescher gives his mother, Holly Prescher (not pictured), a hand with storm-damage cleanup at their home in Juneau, Wisconsin, on May 16, 2025. (Mike De Sisti / Milwaukee Journal Sentinel / USA Today / Reuters)




Lee Katchen surveys the damage from a tornado that destroyed the house, garage, and other structures of his stepfather, Mark Faber, and mother, Vikki Katchen, in Bennett, Colorado, on May 19, 2025. A large tornado struck the property yesterday destroying everything in its path, and his parents lost everything. (Helen H. Richardson / MediaNews Group / The Denver Post / Getty)




Vikki Katchen (left) and her friend Janet Copeland walk past debris from a tornado that destroyed Katchen's house in Bennett, Colorado, on May 19, 2025. (Helen H. Richardson / MediaNews Group / The Denver Post / Getty)




A worker helps board up windows at Joey and Brenda Bermudez's home that was damaged by a tornado in the Elkhorn Ranch neighborhood in Elbert County, Colorado, on May 19, 2025. (RJ Sangosti / MediaNews Group / The Denver Post / Getty)




Debris is seen around and on the trunk of a damaged tree after a tornado hit in London, Kentucky, on May 17, 2025. (Allison Joyce / AFP / Getty)




A small airplane is pulled from the rubble of a destroyed hangar at London-Corbin Airport after an overnight tornado devastated parts of Laurel County and London, Kentucky, on May 17, 2025. (Michael Clevenger / Courier-Journal / USA Today / Reuters)




A U.S. flag is seen on a destroyed car after a tornado hit London, Kentucky, on May 17, 2025. (Allison Joyce / AFP / Getty)




Jeff Davis (left) embraced homeowner Houston Rea, who suffered a total toss of his home, after a tornado tore through the Sublimity neighborhood along Miller Lane in London, Kentucky, on May 18, 2025. (Sam Upshaw Jr. / Courier-Journal / USA Today / Reuters)








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photography/archive/2025/05/photos-tornadoes-damage-us/682855/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



<em>The Atlantic</em> announces Gitesh Gohel as Chief Product Officer

Gohel heads product and design at <em>The Washington Post</em>, and built conversation platform Speakeasy




Gitesh Gohel will join The Atlantic's leadership team as its chief product officer. This is a homecoming of sorts: Gitesh worked with CEO Nicholas Thompson to create the conversation platform Speakeasy, which was acquired by Project Liberty's Amplica Labs in 2024. Gitesh has for the past year been head of product and design at The Washington Post.
 
 Below is Nick's announcement to staff:

Dear all,
 It is a great pleasure to announce that Gitesh Gohel will be joining us as our new chief product officer. Gitesh is currently the head of product and design at The Washington Post. Before that, as many of you know, he held that same role at Narwhal--a project, later renamed as Speakeasy, focused on how to improve conversations on social media--where he learned the joys of the 130 Prince roof deck. He and I worked closely together on that until the company was sold to Amplica Labs.
 Gitesh is an extraordinarily gifted and creative product leader, with a passion for serious journalism, for community, for AI, and for building ambitious products quickly and effectively. He's spent his whole career working on projects that get people to use the tools of the internet to understand each other better. In addition to his work at The Post and Speakeasy, Gitesh helped lead the launch of CNN+ as its senior director of product initiative, and built and led product growth for then start-ups GIPHY, Brigade, and Tumblr.
 He is a longtime New Yorker and will be spending the majority of his time at Prince Street, but he's also gotten quite familiar with Amtrak in his current role and will be heading to Washington frequently. He'll be reporting to me, and I think everyone will enjoy working with him. His first day will be in mid June. Please join me in welcoming Gitesh to The Atlantic.
 Best * Nick


Press Contacts: Anna Bross and Paul Jackson, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com
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Trump's National-Security Disaster

Trump's vandalism of the national-security structure, Signalgate, and a conversation with Susan Rice

by David Frum




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

In this episode of The David Frum Show, David opens with a response to a listener's question about working-class wages, unpacking the economic story lines that have shaped American politics over the past 40 years. In his answer, David challenges the idea that grievance politics are always rooted in material decline.

David is then joined by former Ambassador Susan Rice for a sweeping conversation on the disintegration of national-security processes under Trump. They discuss the implications of "Signalgate," the absence of a full-time national security adviser, and the staggering national-security risks posed by a $400 million jet gifted by Qatar. Rice offers a sobering look at what the breakdown of structure and accountability means for America's alliances, adversaries, and the rule of law.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 7 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest today will be Ambassador Susan Rice. Susan Rice represented the United States at the United Nations during the first Obama administration. She was national security adviser to President Obama, and then director of the Domestic Policy Council under President Joe Biden.

[Music]

Frum: Before my conversation with Ambassador Rice, I want to open the show by doing something a little different. I've often taken questions at the end of the show. This time I'm going to take a question--just one--at the top of the show and try to answer it here because I think this question is so important, such a key in the lock to all of our contemporary debates. It comes from a young viewer named Joe, in Florida, who's a friend of our family's, and he asks, "Given that working-class wages have been in decline for 40 years, especially for men, why would you expect anyone to sympathize with the idea of the American system, with free trade? Why wouldn't they back Donald Trump, given the pressure they're under?"

The reason this question is so important is because it reflects an attitude that many liberal-minded people have, which is: Where you see a grievance, where you see behavior that is self-harming or harmful to others, there has to be some rational cause behind it, some material cause behind it--that when people do something destructive or self-harming, they're acting out some understandable, cognizable grievance they've got that somebody could do something about. And if only we could meet that rational, material basis of their grievance, we could turn things around and put us all on a better path.

That's the idea you hear from many Democratic candidates or would-be candidates for 2028: Let's hear what people are saying and find some way to meet these grievances. And I do not want to dismiss that. A lot of politics is about the rational. But what reactionary and fascist forces have always understood is there's plenty of irrationalism in the human being, and that's a real resource. And sometimes when you have a grievance, it expresses itself in ways that sound like material grievance, but it's really not. So let me take on this point about 40 years of decline, take it apart and see whether a better understanding can put us somewhere.

Now, when people want to make the case that things have been very bad for working-class America, they use certain numbers and not other numbers. Depending on the numbers you use, you get a very different story. And unfortunately, we often choose the story we want and then choose the numbers that fit the story, rather than the other way around. So when people want to make the case that things have been very bad for working-class America for 40 years--which takes us back to 1985--they look at a series called hourly wages for nonsupervisory workers, or even hourly wages for nonsupervisory production workers.

That's manufacturing, people who get a paycheck that is measured by the hour and who answer to some kind of supervisor. And if you look at those numbers, you see they rise basically pretty steeply for the 40 years from 1945 to the early 1980s. Then they flatten out or even go into a little bit of a decline in the 1980s. They jump up a little bit in the 1990s. Then they're hit by the Great Recession, and they go down again and only pick up after about 2015. So that is a story of stagnation, decline, some improvement in the '90s, some improvement in the 2010s, but basically not a very happy or healthy picture from 1985 forward for that kind of worker.

The problem with looking at those numbers is that those numbers describe fewer and fewer people in America. And they describe--even for those people--less and less of those people's lives.

Here's a different number. If you remember that a lot of the way that people get an income in modern America is not just from their job, but also from various kinds of government benefits--the earned-income tax credit, the child support from the government of various kinds--and if you also remember that fewer and fewer of us work as nonsupervisory hourly workers, especially nonsupervisory hourly production workers. If you just look at what happens to American households (now, households can be as few as one person)--that is, Americans who live in some independent domicile of some kind, whether it's one person, a single worker, whether it's two people, whether it's a whole family; any one of those things can be a household--what you see is that in 1985, the median American household (that is, we're not averaging in Bill Gates; we're just taking the American in the middle) that household made about $60,000 present-day dollars, and 40 years later, in 2025, that household made about $80,000. And it wasn't all from work. Some of it was from government benefits.

But clearly, a big jump from $60,000 to $80,000. Now, it's not as steep a jump as they made from 1945 to 1985. If you look at the 40 years immediately after World War II, the median did better than it did in the 40 years after World War II, from 1985 to the present. But I'm not sure you can really rationally compare those things. Remember, if you were starting in 1945, you're missing that that same person or family or group had the experience of World War II and the depression. There had been a lot of bad times before then, and there's a big catch-up that happened in the 40 years after 1945.

There's also something else that was different in the 40 years after 1945. In 1945, about 17 percent of Americans still lived on the farm. You get big gains in efficiency when you move people from farms to cities. America did it in the '50s. Many European countries did it in the '50s and '60s. The Chinese, of course, have done it since 1990. And you get a big surge in productivity. You get a big surge in household wealth. But, of course, you can only do it once. It's not a commute. You move from farm to city. That's it. You're in the city. You're not going back to the farm. And further moves into the city--when you move from factory to office--you don't get the same bump that you get when you move from factory to farm.

So the idea that '45 to '85 was the norm, and '85 to 2025 has been some kind of sad falling off, mistakes a lot of what happened in 1945. And also, it overlooks: Yeah, it's good to be going up, but you need to remember, America in 1945 was quite a poor place by today's standards, and even in 1985, it was not as affluent a country as it is now. In 1945, about a third of American households lacked indoor plumbing. In 1985, only about 70 percent of American households had air conditioning, whereas now, virtually everybody does.

So when you're making those first steps, it's easier. The technology of indoor plumbing exists. You move people from farm to city--they get the indoor plumbing; they get a big jump in their standard of living. It's a little harder once they're already in the cities.

So Problem 1 is what we're measuring. If we look at all forms of income and not just the wages of a particular group of people, you see a bigger rise in incomes. And if you understand that something special happened between '45 and '85 that probably couldn't have been reproduced between '85 and 2025, no matter what, maybe you feel a little less angry about it.

But the second thing, when we're trying honestly to evaluate how Americans are doing, you have to ask the question, What does your money buy? In a modern technological society, a lot of your improvements in standard of living show up not as increases in wages but as improvements in the quality of the products you get--in other words, as a decline of prices. So 2025, 1985--we both have cars, but the 1985 car is likely to kill you in circumstances where the 2025 car will keep you alive. They're the same object. They may cost the same amount of money. But the car that doesn't kill you is clearly a huge improvement over the car that does.

In the same way, there were color TVs in 1985, but they were not flat. You couldn't put them in every room of your house. And they showed many, many fewer different kinds of programs. That while we can do a kind of food basket, we should remember that in 2025, more fresh fruits and vegetables are available to more people in more months of the year than were the case in 1985. In 1985, for most people, vegetables meant canned or frozen. In 2025, vegetables, for a lot of people in a lot of places a lot of the year, can mean fresh, and that's a big improvement in quality. It's a little hard to capture with a price signal, but that really is meaningful.

In the same way, how do we measure the improvement in well-being that comes when you want to write a letter to a friend or loved one, [and] you no longer have to handwrite it or type it, fold it, put it in an envelope, put a stamp on it, walk into the post office, and drop it in a box, but you can hit send instantly on a text message or some other instantaneous form of communication. In 1985, there are no mobile phones. We were only five years away from paying a lot of money for long distance. So incomes went up more than the sad story tells us. What those incomes can buy has improved dramatically.

There's one other thing that we really lose sight of here, which is: When we use these averages and say, The average American was this in 2025, and the average American was that in 1985, we need to remember, we're not talking about a stable population of people. In 1985, there were about 107 million Americans in the workforce. In 2025, there were 170--107 to 170 million in the workforce, bigger workforce. But almost all of that growth--not quite all, but almost all of that growth--is the product of immigration. Almost all the growth in the American workforce over the past 40 years has been either immigrants themselves or the children of immigrants.

Now, it's a very contentious question. I'm not going to discuss here all the merits of the immigration question, all the costs, all the benefits. But very clearly, immigration is a benefit to the immigrant themselves, and it's a benefit in almost all cases to the children of the immigrant.

When I say the average American had this in 1985, and the average American had that in 2025, and then I focus specifically on one household, which is the household of immigrants and their children, should I be comparing them to the Americans of 1985? Or should I be comparing them to what was their choice, their lot in life? Which is: If they hadn't moved to the United States and maybe made the aggregate statistics a little worse, they'd be living in Mexico or Guatemala or the Philippines or wherever the family came from.

And maybe you should compare them not to what they have in 2025, not to what other Americans had in 1985, but to what people back in the Philippines or Mexico or Guatemala had in 1985, and then they look dramatically better off. And we can say, Okay, if this family of immigrants who are the cause of the growth of the workforce is so much better off, and if also all the people whose parents and grandparents are already here, if they're better off because their wages have gone up and because their money buys more, and if what we're measuring here is an impact on the aggregate statistics caused by the inflow of a lot of immigrants--whatever you think about immigration, it's kind of strange to describe this as people becoming materially worse off.

And a lot of the situation that my friend Joe describes is kind of a statistical illusion. If you could spend 10 minutes back in 1985--I promise you, I was there--I promise you, you'd be shocked. You'd be shocked by all the things, all the conveniences, all the luxuries you take for granted. You'd be surprised at how much better the food is, how much cleaner the air is, how much less acidic the lakes are. In every way, you are so much better off. But it's often hard to capture. And statistics often give us a false image of reality that is used by people who want to sell a case, but not to actually tell you what really happened.

And the reason why this is also misleading and dangerous is two points. The first is: Again, it makes our problems look too easy. It makes it seem like, well, if only we could find out what was--we could solve deindustrialization or meet whatever economic grievance that we hear cited as a cause of the Trump vote, we could make the Trump problem go away.

But then we're faced with things like the fact that Trumpism exists in every country, in every place, regardless of that country's particular economic history. There are Trump-like movements in Germany and France. There are Trump-like movements in South Korea. This seems to be something going on in the modern world and has some deeper causes--in sexuality, in mass culture, and just the resistance of the human mind to orderly, liberal progress. There's parts of it that people just don't find that very satisfying, don't find it very exciting. They want more. Also, ordinary liberal progress, while it may meet our demand for prosperity, it may not meet our demand for status, and it may not meet our demand to subordinate others whose status we think needs to be lower, as well as to make ours higher. So I worry it disarms us in the face of a real challenge.

The second thing is: It also empowers some people who have agendas of their own, of a kind that aren't helpful either. There are a lot of people on the left wing of the Democratic Party for whom Trump was a kind of godsend. They have long wanted to do a kind of more economic, planned economy. They wanted to do more protectionism. And Trump then became a justification. And the text to read on this is a speech given by former National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan in 2018. Great respect for Jake Sullivan; this is not any kind of personal criticism of him.

But he gave a speech called, if I remember right, "a foreign policy for the middle class" that cited Trump's success as a reason that the United States needed to have a much more planned economy and a much more protectionist economy. And indeed, if President Trump was the most protectionist president since World War II, President Biden was the second-most. Biden did not repeal very many of the Trump tariffs that were imposed in the first Trump term, and he didn't reopen the Trans-Pacific Partnership that was the real answer to the problem of how we integrate China peacefully into the world trading system.

Biden, in many ways, was quite continuous with Trump on trade, and he was because there are people in the Democratic Party who wanted to be, and because they used a misreading of what the Trump experience was as a justification for things they wanted to do anyway. And the result was that we got some disappointing results during the Biden years.

Trade is a convenient target for a lot of people, and there are a lot of statistical papers. There's a paper by a man named Autor, A-U-T-O-R, called "The China Shock"--I think it's by group; Autor's not the only author--that shows that areas in the United States that were exposed to a lot of trade competition from China did worse than areas that were not. They didn't say those areas got poor. They just said if you compare an area that was hard hit by Chinese imports to an area that wasn't, the area that wasn't grew faster than the area that was. But they don't prove whether that area that was hard hit shrank or whether it just grew more slowly. There's a lot of gaps there.

The paper is used to prove many things beyond what it actually proves, even assuming it's accurate. And it's not trade that explains the many other problems in American life. It's not trade that explains why Americans find it harder to get married. People in every country--every developed country--find it harder to get married. It's not trade that explains why we see more gun violence, more substance abuse. Those things seem to have deeper causes. But trade is something we do with foreigners. And if you're trying to come up with an explanation of the problems of American life that leave Americans out of it--that don't call on anybody in America to do anything different from what they've done before--trade allows you to say, It's the foreigners that are to blame. It's an easy way to think. It's an attractive way to think. But it's not a helpful way to think.

I don't want to gainsay everything in the argument I've just made here. I mean, obviously, working-class wages have been under pressure, and they may be under more pressure in the future as artificial intelligence and robotics advance. But if you think about what we could practically do for people under the situation, I would say, You know what they need first and foremost? Universal health insurance. That's got nothing to do with trade.

And you can be a protectionist society, as the United States now is, thanks to Donald Trump and Joe Biden before, and not have universal health insurance. And you can be a free-trade society, like Denmark, and have universal health insurance. That's maybe the first thing that people would want if they were thinking, How do we make the life of a person at the average in American life better, especially for their children? But it's an appealing answer, and it's got a lot of interest groups lined up in it.

But I think what we need to do as we confront Trump is confront the irrational. It exists in ourselves, as well as in other people. I'm not just making a finger-pointing exercise. Confront the irrational. We respond to violence. We respond to hate. We respond to intimidation. We respond to the desire to make ourselves more by making other people less. It's not nice to think about those things, but the fact that they're not nice doesn't make them less powerful.

Trump is a successor to many dark movements in the human past that have occurred when trade was going up, when trade was going down, when industry was booming, when industry was shrinking. Prosperity makes everything easier. But prosperity does not make the irrational go away. So while we should certainly work for prosperity, and while we should certainly think very hard about how we improve the condition of the median American, the American at the center--after all, it's a democracy; we're running the whole country for that person--they are the judge and jury and how we're doing. And if they're not happy, well, they're the ultimate boss.

But we shouldn't be pulled into false arguments against international trade, and we shouldn't believe a false story about the promise of America and accept the idea that there was some magical time when America was great, and now we have, sadly, fallen off. In every way you can measure, America is a better place today than it was 40 years ago. And if it isn't as much better as we would like, well, the future is open. We can do more to make it better, faster for more people. But it is better. It was better. You have to believe in your country, and you have to not give an inch to those who defame the country in order to maximize their own power and their own cruelty.

Now my conversation with Ambassador Susan Rice. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: I'm delighted and honored to be joined today by Ambassador Susan Rice, a name that is famous in the United States and around the world. For deeper perspective, I strongly recommend her autobiography, Tough Love, which describes a multigenerational family commitment to ardent love of learning and public service. There's a personal connection that the ambassador and I have that I won't go into here, but that she describes, very movingly, in the book.

She was educated at Stanford, then as a Rhodes Scholar at Oxford University, after which she began a meteoric ascent through the American national-security system, serving first President [Bill] Clinton and then President [Barack] Obama, rising to be ambassador to the UN National Security Council, national security adviser, and then under President Biden, switching to the domestic-policy shop, where she ran his domestic-policy council.

So, Ambassador Rice, thank you so, so much for joining us.

I want to start by mentioning that as you and I speak, the United States doesn't have a national security adviser. So how big a gap is that, and what can we learn from this crazy Signal scandal that means that the national security adviser's out, and the secretary of defense is very likely on his way out?

Susan Rice: Well, David, it's great to be with you, and congratulations on the show.

You know, we have Marco Rubio playing four simultaneous roles: secretary of state, national security adviser, administrator of the U.S. Agency for International Development--what's left of it, which is very little--and as the acting national archivist.

Having had at least one of those jobs, the job of national security adviser, I can tell you it is a 24/7, relentless, incredibly intense job, done correctly. Your role is not only to brief and advise the president but, very importantly, to manage the National Security Council staff of over 300 professionals and to coordinate the Cabinet-level national-security Principals Committee, which should be carefully assessing and exploring the most significant national-security challenges of the day, weighing options, making recommendations to the president, and ensuring that the decisions that the president makes are being implemented.

No human, however competent--let alone Marco Rubio, who's barely been in the role of secretary of state for four months--can do all of those jobs, or even two of those jobs, effectively. So when you say there's no national security adviser, what you're saying is that this is a job that is a more-than-full-time job being done, if at all, on a very part-time basis.

I can't imagine what that must be like for the national-security staffers, those that are left, that are true professionals who come from the various agencies and are working very hard on behalf of the American people to have no leader. [It's] not clear if the deputy national security adviser is there for long and if so, what role he's playing. I don't know if Marco Rubio is sitting in the White House or at the State Department or in the National Archives or wherever, but he's got a big job, and he's got now four big jobs, and for a president who doesn't like process and doesn't like the rigor that national-security decision making is typically conducted with.

Frum: Well, when I said we don't have the national security adviser, yes, as you say, Rubio has the title, as he has the title of national archivist, but those jobs are not being done. They are, in fact, for all practical purposes vacant. I've sometimes had the opportunity to interview national security advisers and secretaries of state, and one of the questions I always ask them, or I try to, is, How do you spend your time? 

And there's a huge difference, because at 300 people at the National Security Council staff, that's a significant number of people, but it's not a major bureaucracy the way the Department of State is. The secretary of state has to worry about personnel matters in a way that a national security adviser does less. The national security adviser is the first point of contact for every national emergency the United States faces. The secretary of state should be taking somewhat longer views, doing some planning work, as well as responding to emergencies. They're very different, and as you say, Henry Kissinger tried it, but that was more an act of bureaucratic imperialism.

Rice: And at a time when things were much less demanding and complex. And by the way, he failed at it. (Laughs.) So now we'll see how Marco Rubio does.

The other thing, David, to mention about the difference between the jobs is, you know, the secretary of state is supposed to travel and do a great deal of personal diplomacy all over the world. You cannot do that effectively and man the fort at the White House, where the national security adviser's job is really properly a more inward-facing role.

Frum: Especially if, as so often happens, different parts of the foreign-policy apparatus are in disagreement: So State says one thing. Defense says something else. Other agencies say a third thing. The national security adviser is supposed to help the president broker those disputes by saying, I'm here to represent the president and no agency. And if you're there representing an agency, too, how does any decision get made?

Rice: That's part of the challenge. The national security adviser is meant to be an honest broker. He or she ultimately gets to make a recommendation to the president as to the appropriate course, but taking into account--and fairly and accurately without spin--representing the views of the other national-security Cabinet members. So there's a conflict of interest inherent in those two roles being occupied by one individual.

Frum: I want to ask you about the scandal that may have laid low Mike Waltz, although there may be other reasons. There was this very strange person. Laura--what was her name? Loomer?

Rice: Laura Loomer.

Frum: She has some unusual kind of influence or hold on the president, and she recommended that he get rid of a lot of people in the national-security apparatus. Maybe that's part of what's going on. There may be some fight over Iran policy. That may be what's going on. Trump may have remembered that Mike Waltz had a previous history as a congressman, where he was not as infatuated with Donald Trump as Donald Trump would wish him to be. There may be many other issues.

But how do you read the Signalgate scandal? It's often true that senior national-security people don't use the means that they're supposed to use. They're just too inconvenient. It's not just Hillary Clinton. Colin Powell, many others have sought shortcuts or some more convenient method of communication. How do you understand what happened and how serious it was?

Rice: I think, David, it's extremely serious. This wasn't a case of somebody sending an email point to point or using texts for scheduling. This was a case where the most sophisticated and complicated deliberations among the national-security team did not take place in places they should have: in the White House Situation Room around a table for several hours, probably on multiple occasions, to weigh the question of whether, how, when, and with what preparation the United States was going to launch attacks on the Houthi militants in Yemen.

This is one of the most important kinds of decisions that the national-security principals make, or they make a recommendation to the president after a lot of assessment and analysis. And these guys did it, you know, with emojis and shorthand on Signal. So the first problem, before you get to how they communicated, is the extent to which they communicated and deliberated, which was de minimis. And the question of the use of force and putting American men and women in uniform in harm's way is one of the most significant types of decisions that gets made, and it deserves thoughtful and thorough consideration. That didn't happen.

Secondly, you're using a commercial application, Signal, which is not encrypted to the same degree that classified U.S. government systems are. And they were inherently discussing classified information. Whether and when to engage in military operations is, by definition, classified. The details--the operational details--that Pete Hegseth put into the chat were extraordinarily sensitive and highly classified. Then you had J. D. Vance weighing in on even the question of whether there should be such military strikes. And frankly, that's the discussion that should be happening around the Situation Room table.

The reason it's so dangerous is not only that they give scant and superficial consideration to such important issues, but it's because we know that our most sophisticated adversaries--and indeed, some of our allies--can hack into personal phones and into Signal and learn in advance what we are planning. And if the Chinese had done that, or the Russians, and handed it off to the Houthis or to the Iranians to give to the Houthis, or if the Iranians had done it--they have highly sophisticated capabilities--that could have meant that our operational security was compromised and that our pilots and others engaged in the operations were at direct risk.

It was incredibly reckless and incredibly dangerous behavior. And they seemed to do it, David, as a matter of course. I mean, now we're learning that there are multiple regular Signal chats between and among the national-security principals. The last photograph that a journalist captured of Mike Waltz's phone right before he was fired showed that he was sitting in the Cabinet room, in a Cabinet meeting--where, by the way, you're not supposed to have your phones; you're supposed to leave them outside in a secure container--using Signal to communicate with the vice president and other senior officials, Tulsi Gabbard. I mean, it's ridiculous.

Frum: You know, as we talk about this, I'm very conscious that a lot of people will say, Signalgate, that that was when, like, Louis XIV ruled France, or maybe Pontius Pilate was in charge of Judea.

Rice: (Laughs.)

Frum: That was a long, long--that was, like, 18 scandals back.

Rice: (Laughs.) How many Scaramuccis?

Frum: Right now, the new scandal is the Emirate of Qatar has offered the president of the United States his own personal jet to take away with him after he leaves office. One of the trademark--I don't know whether it's a strength or a weakness or both--features of this Trump administration has been, you pile scandal on top of scandal on top of scandal, and no one can keep track of them. And it does seem like if you're going to do one bad thing, you might as well do a hundred, because the average survival rate seems to go up.

I ask you this because you were at the center, or you were sort of caught up in a decade ago, scandal politics--in retrospect, a kind of contrived-looking scandal--but looking back on that and comparing it to Trump 1 and Trump 2, do you think there are things that this administration knows about scandal politics that other administrations have not known?

Rice: Well, that's a great question, David. I mean, I think first of all, the Trump administration--Trump 1, but in particular, Trump 2--just doesn't give a goddamn about what they say or what they do. Trump 1 was characterized by nonstop lying. That is certainly the case in Trump 2, but combined with a sense of impunity and complete lack of accountability to the American people, to the truth, to the Constitution, to anything.

And so they lie and gaslight on a daily basis. And it's so extreme that I think the media has a difficult time keeping up, though credit to the many that are trying. The opposition--the Democrats--can't make a storyline stick. Signalgate should be as big a national-security scandal as any we've seen in decades. It is that bad. And it's been in multiple iterations. Now Pete Hegseth, we've learned, shared the same operational details on a Signal chat with his family members, which is ridiculous. They have no need to know.

And it goes on and on, and yet they flood the zone with so much crap on a daily basis--so many lies, so much obfuscation, so much gaslighting--that their BS just overwhelms people's capacity to absorb it. And obviously, they know that, and that's part of their, as you suggest, their modus operandi.

Frum: I have a private theory that I developed during the first Trump campaign, back in 2016. I remember seeing a poll at the time that asked Americans what they thought of the two candidates: Hillary Clinton and President Trump--or Donald Trump, as he then was. And this was not a good poll for Donald Trump. Hillary Clinton beat him--she's more intelligent, more knowledgeable, cares about people like you. She won in every single category that the poll asked. I forget every question, but these were the important questions that you would want in a leader of the nation.

But there was one category where Donald Trump beat Hillary Clinton, and that was honesty. You think, like, Well, that's weird because he lies all the time. And I thought about this a lot, and I realized that, of course, politicians have a way of speaking that sounds dishonest. The question is, Did you eat the last piece of pie? And the politician who ate the last piece of pie doesn't want to say yes, because they might get in trouble. Doesn't want to say no, because that's an outright lie. So they haver, they equivocate, they temporize, they put things in context, and they talk like a politician. They equivocate. You know, that we have to put pie eating into a larger context, that certainly, among those in the vicinity--I was one of those in the vicinity of the refrigerator at the time that the pie was eaten, but I do not have direct personal knowledge of exactly the consumption pattern. Donald Trump would just look you in the eye and say, Nope, I didn't, when he did. And because--

Rice: Or he'd say, No, I didn't eat the pie. You ate the pie. 

Frum: You ate the pie. And so because he will flatly lie, he doesn't equivocate. He doesn't temporize. He doesn't haver. He just flat out lies. If you don't know the facts or if you're ready to believe him, he sounds honest. Whereas the person tiptoeing around the question, Did you eat the last piece of pie? they sound like a crook.

Rice: I think there's something to that, David. I do. But, you know, I think the broader point is that this Trump administration has no interest in, no pretense of, no commitment to doing anything that doesn't suit their interests at the time, whether legal, illegal, truthful, untruthful, moral, immoral.

And you started this discussion with something that I think really deserves careful scrutiny and outrage: The notion that a president of the United States would accept a $400 million 747 from a foreign government--any foreign government, much less the Qataris, whose loyalties and interests only occasionally, to put it kindly, align with ours--is truly outrageous.

And it's not just the corruption this represents, which is massive and mind-boggling. It's the national-security consequences. Air Force One is a flying, secure environment. It is as secure and classified as the White House Situation Room. If a foreign government has built or overseen the production of an aircraft and then hands it off to the United States, the first thing is we have no idea of knowing what kinds of listening or other devices they've put in it.

Secondly, to accept a gift of that sort and then to keep it for your personal benefit after you leave office is giving a foreign government a huge amount of influence over the president of the United States and the United States of America, and leaves us susceptible not just to all forms of espionage that the Qataris could potentially conduct, but leaves us vulnerable to exploitation by the Qataris or those acting in concert with the Qataris. And Qatar is close to Hamas. Qatar has got a sort of funky relationship with Iran.

It just blows the mind that we would put ourselves in that kind of vulnerable posture vis-a-vis the Qataris, much less any other foreign government. And the fact that, you know, yeah, there's outrage, but Republicans are like, There's nothing to see here. No problem. Trump says, You're stupid to turn down any gift. We have laws, and the Constitution itself is black-and-white clear that the president of the United States cannot, without Congress's approval, accept a gift of any significance from a foreign government.

Frum: Yeah, it's not only that this is clearly illegal, whatever Pam Bondi may say--who was herself a foreign agent for the Qataris. It's clearly illegal. It's also, if you go back and read The Federalist Papers, the receiving of a large gift from a foreign potentate is their definition, their paradigmatic example, of what counts as an impeachable offense. This is the one thing that they are most frightened that the president will do--take payoffs from foreign rulers, especially foreign monarchs.

And the idea that--it's like birthright citizenship that Trump also denies. There are a lot of things in the Constitution that are murky. What process is due? Well, argue. You know, we'll never settle that question. Your Fifth Amendment: You're not to have property taken without just compensation. What's just compensation? We can argue about that.

But if you're born on American soil, are you a citizen unless you're the child of a diplomat? Yes. Clearly, no question about that. And can the president take a present from a foreign king? No. How is this question even on the president's desk? This would normally be something, you would think, that the ambassador to Qatar would say, Your highness, what a wonderful, magnificent gesture. But all things considered, if you just would get one of those beautiful cards, send the president a handmade card saying how much you like him. He'll like that a lot more than this jet, which, of course, you understand, he cannot even consider accepting.

Rice: It's just insane. And it's indicative of what you were describing, which is a "flood the zone with crap" strategy that overwhelms the public, the media, the courts, everything. But this is blatantly illegal, blatantly unconstitutional, and a supreme act of unprecedented corruption.

Frum: Can you take us on a little tour in putting on your national security adviser cap from a while ago? Take us on a little tour of how much damage has been done to America's alliances, to its position in the world, to the respect in which adversaries hold it over the past few months of extraordinary, unprecedented activity. Just--we can't do everything, but what in your mind are the things that people most need to know, but what is different today than was the case in the fall of 2024?

Rice: Well, David, so much damage has been done, and it's very hard to see how it's reparable in any reasonable length of time, even with a new president and a new administration. The most important thing that's been lost is the trust of our allies in American commitments, in America's loyalty and solidarity with our allies, and the ability to believe that we will do what we say.

And when you lose that trust, particularly among your allies, you can't get that back. When you think about Canada--a country you know well, I know well--Canada has shared with the United States the longest peaceful border in the world. We are democracies that share values and history. Canada has fought and died alongside the United States in war after war after war, from the Second World War to Vietnam to Afghanistan. They have bled and died with us. And like our other NATO allies, the only time that our Article 5 mutual-defense commitment that we make among the NATO allies has ever been invoked, as you know, was after 9/11, when the allies came to our defense and served with us for years and years and years in Afghanistan to try to defeat al-Qaeda and their Taliban hosts.

So we also have the largest bilateral trade relationship in the world, which serves both countries enormously well. And Donald Trump woke up one morning and decided arbitrarily to cripple the Canadian economy--Mexican too, to the extent he can, and Europe--through completely arbitrary tariffs that do very little for us, do a lot of harm for Canada, and weaken our supply-chain connectivity as we should be working together to deal with countries that pose a real threat in certain strategic sectors, like China. Instead, Trump imposes tariffs designed to bring the Canadian economy to its knees and speaks repeatedly in terms of turning Canada into the 51st state, which, as you know and I hope all the listeners know, is not only never going to happen but is incredibly offensive to every Canadian, and has done more to unite Canada--Anglophone, Francophone, First Nations--than anything in a long time.

So it's really--it's horribly damaging. And I talk to Canadian friends. I'm sure you talk to friends and family. And they're pissed off, and they don't understand why their good friend and best friend would do this to them. And it's not just about Trump. I mean, they're just pissed off at the United States broadly. They're not traveling here in the way they used to. They're not buying American products the way they used to. And this is not going to go away just because they've elected Mark Carney, and he's determined to stand up for Canada's interest. This is long-term damage, as I'm sure you would agree.

Frum: Let me ask you about adversaries, because among Trump supporters is a view that because Trump is so crude, so obnoxious, so overbearing, so insulting, he must impress the Chinese--no end. They must look at him and say, There is one rough, tough guy whom we better not fool around with, and, you know, Obama was so polite, and George W. Bush was so affable, we don't respect them. But we can respect this guy, and that the world now fears to cross Donald Trump. What is your assessment of what the adversaries think?

Rice: China's laughing, okay? China plays a long game. They understand that in a trade war with the United States, in many ways they have the upper hand. Why? In large part because they're not a democracy. And they can withstand economic pain, blame it on the United States, and their people will eat it. That's not going to work here in the United States. And plus, China is looking at the damage that we are doing to economies around Asia and seeing an opportunity for them to fill a vacuum in a bilateral trade relationship that we've left.

Moreover, China played Trump's game with him, and he said--Trump said--We're going to tariff you this amount. And China said, Okay, I'll call you and raise you. And they went back and forth until it got to a crazy level. But the Chinese are not backing down, and the Chinese, moreover, are saying, Beyond the trade realm, we've got a whole bunch of non-trade things we can do to make your life miserable, Donald Trump. And that's when they went after rare earths and a whole bunch of other important products, commodities, that we depend on that China only can provide.

So they go to the negotiating table. You can see the Trump administration sweating as the impacts on prices and supply chains and small businesses and the stock market begin to mount, with inflation looking to increase substantially. So they create a pretext and go to the negotiating table with the Chinese. And basically, without getting any concessions that are in the realm of what Trump suggested he wanted when he started this trade war--whether it be on fentanyl or whether it be on manufacturing or anything else--they've negotiated a face-saving climbdown for 90 days. It basically takes us back to the status quo ante. We got nothing for all this disruption. So the Chinese understand that Trump's not a tough guy. Trump is somebody who is a bully, and bullies understand other bullies, and they back down when people stand up to them. That's the message I believe the Chinese have taken away.

The Russians--you want to talk about adversaries--a completely different story. Guess how much tariffs Trump imposed on Russia? Zero. Why? Why? Russia is playing Trump in a very different way on Ukraine, on many other things, but they understand that, for whatever reason, Trump bows down to Putin, tiptoes around him, and sells out our allies and Ukraine and anybody else to benefit Putin.

Frum: Well, this is where I wanted to build to as our second-to-last question. Can Ukraine survive Trump? Can it stay on the battlefield, or is he going to break it and betray it in a way that all the Ukrainian patriotism and courage and sacrifice will not be able to overcome?

Rice: Well, it's an interesting question because if Trump were to decide that he's cutting off intelligence support on a sustained basis, cutting off military assistance, doing nothing with the frozen assets, leaving Ukraine to the mercy of the Russians and what the Europeans can do without us, I think it's bleak for Ukraine. Not impossible, but bleak. And the degree to which the Europeans--who already, as you know, have contributed more to Ukraine in dollar terms, militarily and economically, than the United States--but if they step up even more, can that suffice? I think [it's] tough to be confident in that.

So, you know, I think that the real question is: Will Putin overplay his hand? And he's obviously holding out for not only the great deal that the Trump administration unilaterally proposed to him--which would require the Ukrainians to give up vast quantities of their territory more than the Russians currently occupy; foreign recognition of Crimea as Russian, which is insane; not to mention, no NATO membership and no U.S. security guarantees. That's a ridiculously favorable set of terms for Putin, and he's sitting back there saying it's not enough. And if at some point, the Trump administration determines that Putin's humiliation of Donald Trump is untenable, then maybe that changes the Trump calculus and Ukraine has a bit more of a lifeline.

Frum: Presidents build policy systems around their own personal natures. President Franklin Roosevelt liked creative chaos. President Eisenhower liked orderly, tidy systems. Some presidents like to see arguments battled out in front of them. Some presidents want the battle to happen before the president is in the room and wants to have a consensus among the advisers. Some people want the discussion, want to hear all the reasons behind the conclusion. Some people just say, Cut to the chase. Tell me what you all think. 

And you've dealt with different presidents who have their own different styles, and I'm sure you have opinions about which work better, and of course, in the end, it has to work for the particular person. But imagine the Trump administration as kind of a silhouette. Take the president out of the picture. Look at the reactions of the people around, of the way you would as a senior staffer and say, If you just knew about the process he's got, the process that has grown up around him, what would you say about this presidency, based on your observation from domestic- and national-security councils?

Rice: Well, David, obviously I'm not in the White House, and it's not always easy from the outside to make these kinds of judgments. But it really appears to me that 99 percent of the time there is no process.

The process is, as you hear many of the Cabinet officials and those closest to the president say all the time, Donald Trump will decide this. So it seems like everything, small and large--even though sometimes when convenient, he denies any knowledge of issues--is a Trump decision. And it's not clear that anything like the structure or the rigor that you would find in normal administrations exists in this context.

Do people write him memos? Does he make decisions on paper, as is the custom and the Presidential Records Act anticipates and requires? Do people sit around the table in the White House Situation Room and discuss and debate options and make recommendations to the president? Does a president ever chair the National Security Council principals, or does he simply make his own decisions? It's been recently reported, David, that the president of the United States, who's been in office well over a hundred days now, has only received the presidential daily briefing--the most important, highly classified daily intelligence briefing--some 12 times, some 12 days of his hundred-plus days in office.

What is he doing if he is not reading the PDB? And I hate to say this--you could say it about the airplane; you could say it about Signalgate; you could say it about so many different things--but if any other president had refused or opted not to receive the presidential daily briefing from the intelligence community on a regular basis, it would be a huge, huge scandal with massive investigations in Congress and huge speculation that the president is not playing with a full deck. That's a key part of the job. So there is no process, as far as I can tell.

Frum: For those who've never seen one, can you just give some indication of what's the difference between the presidential daily brief and, say, the morning news on FOX TV? Which is better?

Rice: (Laughs.) I don't watch Fox morning news, so just to be clear, although I've seen snippets of it.

Frum: What kinds of things does he not know if he's not listening or reading to the brief?

Rice: What he does not know is what our intelligence community has been able to collect and analyze and assess through all the various means that we have of intelligence collection and provide to the president that information and analysis that he would otherwise not have. I don't want to get into any level of description of what is in a PDB, but trust me--it's very different from Fox News. It's different from The New York Times and from even The Economist, because we have sources and methods of collection and analysis that far exceed what is often available through what we call "open sources."

Frum: You can see administrations develop trajectories. You can see at the beginning, often, where it's going and where, if it goes wrong, how it might go wrong. If you look ahead just to the end of 2025, what are the dangers that you see that we seem to be navigating toward rather than away from?

Rice: Well, I mean, there are many dangers, as we've discussed, of process, of care with the most sensitive information that is available. We've talked about allies and adversaries--adversaries taking advantage of us, allies losing trust in us. All of that, obviously, matters enormously. The lack of truthfulness--trustworthiness, whether domestically or internationally--the gaslighting.

But I am also extremely worried that the president and those around him are so dismissive of any degree of law or accountability, even to the Constitution, that we could soon potentially see them outright, blatantly, and unapologetically defying court orders, including orders from the Supreme Court. And this blatantly illegal threat to suspend habeas corpus and, perhaps with it, implement some version of martial law based on a completely false pretext is something that I think is not far-fetched. I wish it were, and one we have to be very, very vigilant about.

Frum: They've built bureaucracies that are getting in the habit of breaking the law, and when you build a weapon, the weapon tends to go off.

Rice: Well, look--that would be a nuclear weapon going off in the heart of our constitutional republic. And whether you voted for Donald Trump or not, whether you support Donald Trump or not, poll after poll shows that Americans want and expect their president to adhere to court orders, to respect the Constitution and the rule of law. And all of us, regardless of party affiliation, regardless of how we voted, have an obligation to insist and demand that the president and his administration abide by the rule of law in the Constitution, and when they don't, that they pay for it in the way that we hold our leaders accountable, which is at the ballot box and in the court of public opinion.

Frum: Ambassador Rice, thank you so much for your time.

Rice: Thank you, David.

[Music]

Frum: I'm so grateful to Ambassador Susan Rice for joining me today. Thank you, too, for joining. I hope you'll share the program with your friends, subscribe to it, or share it on whatever platform you follow us on. And I hope you'll consider subscribing to The Atlantic. That's what you can do immediately to support the work of this program and so much other content that you get from The Atlantic.

Please subscribe. Please follow us. Please share the content. Thank you for joining. I'll 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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What RFK Jr. Doesn't Understand About Autism

Starting with his claims of an "autism epidemic."

by Hanna Rosin




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

Expressing concern can sometimes be a delicate endeavor. One can intend to be empathetic, but the target of concern hears only condescension and pity. So it is with Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who recently talked about how much autistic children suffer. These poor kids, he said at a July 16 press conference, would never "pay taxes. They'll never hold a job. They'll never play baseball. They'll never write a poem. They'll never go out on a date. Many of them will never use the toilet unassisted." Listening to Kennedy, some parents of autistic children felt seen. "I found myself nodding along as Mr. Kennedy spoke about the grim realities of profound autism," Emily May, whose daughter has limited verbal ability, wrote in The New York Times. But our guest this week, Eric Garcia, who attended the press conference, saw it differently. Such an intimate and detailed accounting of their failures, Garcia says, "almost bordered on pornography to me."

Garcia, the author of We're Not Broken: Changing the Autism Conversation and a political reporter at the Independent, has watched as Kennedy's forceful entry into the autism debate has deepened confusion about the condition and opened up rifts in the autism community. In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Garcia about myths spreading about autism under Kennedy. Yes, there's the one about how vaccines cause autism, which the scientific community has rejected. But there's also a more fundamental one that Kennedy references often: Is there, as he repeats, an "autism epidemic"? And if not, what explains the dramatic rise in reported cases of autism over the past few decades? Garcia also recounts his own story growing up autistic in the age of exploding diagnoses, and landing now in a moment where, for his job, he covers a health secretary's particular brand of concern.

The following is a transcript of the episode:



Hanna Rosin: Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is very concerned about autism. He has been for a couple of decades, since he first became convinced that mercury in vaccines made children autistic, which by the way, there is no credible evidence supporting this theory.

On April 16, now as head of Health and Human Services, RFK gave a press conference, and he described the tragedy of what he calls the autism "epidemic."

For years, he has insisted there is an epidemic, even though there is a lot of debate among researchers about this--all of which he dismisses as "epidemic denial," a term he repeated several times in that press conference.

Robert F. Kennedy Jr.: There are many, many other studies that affirm this, and instead of listening to this canard of epidemic denial, all you have to do is start reading a little science, because the answer is very clear, and this is catastrophic for our country.

Rosin: "Catastrophic," he says, because families continue to suffer, because their child will never, as he put it, do many of the things that make life worth living.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic.

There is a lot of confusion out there about autism--why it's increasing, if it's even increasing. And what even counts as autism? And I think it's fair to say that RFK's strong and public entry into this debate has not in any way helped to clear things up.

So we're gonna talk to someone who writes about autism and also covers politics for the U.K. paper the Independent, and is himself autistic: Eric Garcia, author of We're Not Broken: Changing the Autism Conversation.

Eric, welcome to the show.

Eric Garcia: Thank you.

Rosin: Eric, you covered that April 16 press conference that RFK held about autism. Was there anything in his statement that stuck out to you?

Garcia: Yeah, you know, there was obviously the whole thing, which is that "autism destroys families."

RFK Jr.: This is an individual tragedy as well. Autism destroys families, and more importantly, it destroys our greatest resource, which is our children.

Garcia: Saying that autism destroys children or destroys families is so corrosive, and it goes into the larger stereotype that people with disabilities are a burden.

RFK Jr.: These are kids who will never pay taxes. They'll never hold a job. They'll never play baseball. They'll never write a poem. They'll never go out on a date. Many of them will never use a toilet unassisted.

Garcia: I hear him taking some of the most intimate and graphic details of autistic people's lives and using it as a pawn for spreading disinformation.

RFK Jr.: These are children who should not be--who should not be suffering like this. These are kids who, many of them were fully functional and regressed because of some environmental exposure into autism when they're 2 years old. And we have to recognize we are doing this to our children.

Garcia: And I see him also taking the real challenges that high-support-needs people [have] and making their lives seem like a tragedy rather than lives that are whole and worthy on their own. This isn't to say that they don't face significant challenges. They absolutely do, but exploiting their experiences in such a public way, in some ways, almost bordered on pornography to me.

Rosin: I want to get into RFK's actual ideas about autism. Let's start with the idea that there's an autism epidemic. This is something he's been saying for decades. It's a critical part of his argument. It's the assumption from which everything else flows: There is an epidemic, so we have to get to the root of it and do something about it. So I'm going to do something that's not that podcast friendly, which is look at what anybody listening to this podcast could do, which is Google the term increase in autism diagnoses, increase in autism, and you'll see--can you describe what you're looking at?

Garcia: Yeah, it's known kind of, like, as the hockey stick.

Rosin: Yeah.

Garcia: What you see is that over time, there was an increase in diagnoses. So it says that something like one in 10,000 kids in the past had an autism diagnosis. And then over time, that number just increases and increases, and it makes it look like, on a very surface level with a very surface-level understanding, that this is an epidemic.

Rosin: Right. And I want to pause here because I feel like this is very confusing to people. Anybody can Google these charts, and pretty much any year you start in--so there's a chart that shows California. You can start in the '40s and '50s. Basically, nobody has autism.

Garcia: Correct.

And then it's around the year 1990 when it starts to lift. And then you get to 2020, and it booms into the sky. Now, you can do this about Northern Ireland, California, Sweden--

Garcia: Oman, China.

Rosin: --Oman, China. I mean, basically everybody would look at these charts and hear RFK say there's an autism epidemic, and it makes some kind of sense. And I think it's really important to pause here because that's what a layperson who knows nothing would pick up.

Garcia: It totally makes sense that on the surface it looks like there's this spike. But you have to remember, of course, autism didn't get a separate diagnosis in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders until 1980. It didn't get one. Then you got what was then called Asperger's syndrome, thanks to the research of Lorna Wing in the United Kingdom. Then in 1994, which was the year that my parents started screening me for things, you got I believe it was PDD-NOS, pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise specified. But, you know, it was this gradual improvement in and broadening of the spectrum. And then in 2013, what happened is the American Psychiatric Association, which publishes the DSM, puts all of these diagnoses under one umbrella as autism spectrum disorder, and there are levels.

There's Level 1 autism, which is people who can speak in full sentences but might have difficulty with sensory processing or might have difficulty with social interaction. Then there's Level 2, where they might be able to speak in smaller sentences or smaller words. And then there's Level 3, which is where they need, you know, I think, the classic around-the-clock care that we typically associated with autism--and we still associate with autism. And we shouldn't erase those people. But I think that it's important to remember that the diagnostic criteria was changing at the time.

Rosin: Right, so all this broadening of the diagnostic criteria, all the stuff you're describing, that explains a lot of the sudden rise, what RFK is calling "the epidemic."

Garcia: Yes. This was around the time that people with disabilities received more rights. The [Americans with Disabilities Act] was passed in 1990. And it's important to remember that even though autism wasn't really mentioned in the ADA, it was mentioned specifically in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, and that just meant that you saw an increase in the number of children being served who had what we now consider autism spectrum disorder.

So it's kind of this strange marriage of the science improving and government policy causing a windfall. So it was easy, I think, for people to look at those numbers and say epidemic.

Rosin: Right. And the obvious question is why? Now, RFK seems pretty certain about what the cause is.

RFK Jr.: Within three weeks--and probably, we're hoping, in two weeks--we're going to announce a series of new studies to identify precisely what the environmental toxins are that are causing it. This has not been done before, and we're going to do it in a thorough and comprehensive way, and we're going to get back with an answer to the American people very, very quickly.

Rosin: By the way, Eric, it's been, like, two or three weeks, and that report never came out, at least not yet. But the important phrase to me in that is "precisely what environmental toxins are causing it," not if environmental toxins are causing it but which ones. So what does he mean by that? He's basically concluded, despite this openness he has to doing research, that the cause of autism is environmental toxins. What is he referring to?

Garcia: This is something that's been talked about for a long time, which is that environmental toxins have contributed, if not play a major role, in the increase in autism rates.

And then the other major culprit is, of course, vaccinations, and particularly the MMR vaccination--the measles-mumps-rubella vaccine. And that has been debunked multiple times. The guy who put out that study, Andrew Wakefield, had his medical license revoked in the United Kingdom, and the study that was put out in 1998 was retracted in 2010.

Rosin: Right. So we have pinned down what RFK believes: This is an environmental toxin. Let's get to the root of it.

Garcia: Correct.

Rosin: That's his belief, and he happens to be the secretary of the HHS, so his belief holds some weight right now. Now let's shift from what he believes to what the scientific consensus and the world is saying, versus what RFK is saying. When were you born?

Garcia: I was born in 1990.

Rosin: 1990. Okay. That's a critical year because it's around the period that everyone pinpoints to when autism starts to explode. What is your experience as a child, growing child of how people are talking about autism?

Garcia: This is really interesting. It's funny, the way that my mom says it is that--so we were living in Wisconsin at the time, and she read this ad on the paper for, like, free pre-K screenings. This is, like, in 1994 or '95. They couldn't pinpoint, but they said there was something "wrong" with me or there was something--like I wasn't hitting the marks.

But you have to remember, of course: There's always a lag in scientific understanding, like, when something is established, you know, officially versus when it enters our bloodstream, so to speak, or enters the zeitgeist.

So they didn't know, but they were like, Well, he's verbal. He could speak, so we don't know if that's autism, and things like that. And then what happened was we moved to Sacramento, and what happened, according to my mom, is that she's trying to get services, things like that. They say, He's fine. There's nothing wrong with him. It's weird--like, in Wisconsin, they're like, Something's, quote, unquote, "wrong." And then in California it's, There's, quote, unquote, "nothing wrong with him."

And then it just so happens that my dad's boss's wife happened to be the head of, like, special education for the entire region. So that got me, like, an in. And then what happened is afterward, we moved to San Antonio, Texas, and there was this one doctor who, I guess, had been researching autism for a while. And then they were like, Well, this is what it's called--this Asperger's syndrome.

And then, like, I started--and it's funny because, you know, when you hear this term Asperger's syndrome, it's like you can imagine the kind of jokes that are made on the playground at the time. And, you know, it was funny because my diagnostic journey kind of matched the science and the public understanding as it was coming.

[Music]

Rosin: So the scientific consensus and Eric's life seem to show that a major reason autism is, quote, "on the rise" is because of improved awareness and access to health care. But within the autism community, there is a lot less consensus about what RFK is saying and what should be done next. That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: RFK is not the only person, though, who believes that this isn't just about diagnoses.

Garcia: Correct.

Rosin: Right. So there are legitimate scientists who would say, Oh, it's not just a matter of: We're capturing more people. There is something going on. So I want to talk about that for a minute. Even RFK agrees that autism has a genetic component. Like, studies of identical twins have shown that they are more likely to both be autistic. What other factors have people found have contributed to autism since the 1990s?

Garcia: Yeah. There have been talks about how, like, you know, parents having children older is--

Rosin: Right, the age of fathers.

Garcia: The age of fathers is one of the things. There's talk about mutated sperm. You know, so there definitely is some discussion. And, you know, and I should note that the United States spends so much money on researching autism, and a large chunk of the projects the United States government and nonprofits fund are about biology.

Rosin: So what, in your mind, is the problem with RFK calling it an epidemic?

Garcia: The problem with RFK calling it an epidemic, in my opinion, is that it treats it like it's a crisis. It treats it as if it's something to be fixed or it's something to be mitigated and something to be stopped. And when we already spend so much time researching the biology and researching--and I'm not necessarily even opposed to researching biology. I think it could be worthwhile. I think it could lead to scientific breakthroughs. It could help with finding ways to treat co-occurring conditions, like epilepsy. A lot of autistic people die from epileptic seizures.

But, like, treating it as a crisis and treating it as something to be fixed or prevented is corrosive to a lot of families. It's corrosive to a lot of autistic people. It puts the blame back on parents, and it focuses more on fixing this issue rather than accommodating and giving services to autistic people when the pie is so scarce. You know, this is the same administration that is trying to cut Medicaid.

Rosin: Right. So when you are standing and listening to RFK say things like this, to you, the message is, Something about me needs to be fixed.

Garcia: Yes. And something about a large amount of people needs to be fixed, rather than, These are people who are human beings who need services and who need support and who need acceptance in the world.

Rosin: I want to talk about how RFK's statements have opened up and exposed certain rifts inside the world of autism. Recently, a mother of an autistic child, Emily May, wrote an op-ed in The New York Times, which was called "Kennedy Described My Daughter's Reality."

She writes, "When [Robert F. Kennedy] Jr. said in a recent press briefing," the same one we've been talking about, "that autistic children will 'never pay taxes,' 'never hold a job,' 'never play baseball,' many people in the autism community reacted angrily." Probably you did, Eric. "And yet I was transported back to the psychiatrist's office and her bleak prognosis that my child might never speak again. I found myself nodding along as Mr. Kennedy spoke about the grim realities of profound autism."

Can you explain what this divide is about between, say, a community that you represent and this parent's community of children who she describes as profoundly autistic?

Garcia: Yeah. First off, I should say, and I want to be as careful as I can with this--I don't want to make too many people mad. It's important to remember that a lot of parents of high-support-needs autistic kids disagree with Emily, and a lot of people agree with her. In fact, Emily and I were DMing before that article came out. And, you know, the thing that I would say is that term, "profound autism," that is an ongoing debate that's going on right now because The Lancet in 2021, 2022 put out a commission arguing that there needed to be a separate label called "profound autism" for those kind of, as I mentioned, Level 3 autistic people or what we would call high support needs. And their argument is that the diagnosis of the spectrum is too broad, and that creating the 2013 diagnosis of ASD erases the needs of some people, of those high-support-needs people, and folks like myself are occupying the conversation.

Rosin: Is that because you can speak for yourself, whereas a nonspeaking child cannot necessarily speak for themselves?

Garcia: Yeah, that's their argument.

Rosin: And so they feel like they've been made invisible now?

Garcia: They feel like they've been made invisible, and I think that they feel like, while we've been highlighting a lot of the accomplishments of people like myself, that we're ignoring their needs. And so there's this idea that there's a need to create a separate label, profound autism, and a lot of autistic self-advocates, including some nonspeaking autistic self-advocates, argue that this is that this would just add to stigma--and that by labeling someone as profoundly autistic, that would lower expectations and say that they would never be able to achieve all those things.

And the thing that I would say is that a lot of times, my overture--I'm not an activist; I'm a journalist; I'm a writer; I write about autism, but I don't advocate for a policy thing, but my overture--and my olive branch and my fig leaf is the people who are on the front lines, advocating for your kids, are those same speaking autistic advocates and those same self-advocates.

It's funny--when I was interviewing Julia Bascom, the former head of the Autistic Self Advocacy Network, she has in her office one of the signs that they made for pushing back against the repeal of Obamacare, saying, "Please don't cut Medicaid so autistic people have to stop making phone calls."

They are on the front lines this time to prevent the cuts to Medicaid that Republicans want to do, that RFK's administration--the Trump administration--wants to do, and House Speaker Mike Johnson wants to do, and Republicans in the House want to do.

Rosin: I see. So you're saying you, as a speaking autistic advocate or writer, are not making a distinction between high needs and not-high needs. You're just out there raising awareness for autism more broadly, whether it's for her kid, for yourself, for society just to generally understand autism.

Garcia: And I'll say this, and I mean this from the bottom of my heart, and forgive me for being--I don't know how emotional I can be in this thing.

Rosin: As much as you want.

Garcia: Yeah. I think meeting other autistic people, including high-support-needs, nonspeaking autistic people, helped me learn about myself. You know, I think about how when nonspeaking autistic people for so long--they're diminished, and their voices are erased, and people write them off as not worthy or not valid. I'm reminded of when I was called a retard in elementary school.

And so what I would say to them is that, like, I don't know what it's like to be nonspeaking autistic, but I do know what it's like to be overwhelmed and overstimulated in a world that doesn't--you know, I didn't drive a car to get here, because I can't drive.

Some autistic people can drive, and God bless them. I just can't. It's overwhelming--sensory overload. And I guess what I just want to say is that I don't know exactly what it's like, but I've learned so much from your kids. I've learned so much, and I've learned how similar we are. And I've learned how, even though there are still very big differences, that they deserve to be treated [as] valid. And if I fought so hard to get my voice heard, my God, the reason why I try to interview nonspeaking--it is so important in all of my books and all of my writing to include nonspeaking voices, because, my God, I want their stories told and I want them to be heard.

Rosin: Isn't that what RFK wants? Like, what's wrong with his approach to nonspeaking autistic kids? Like, his bringing this to light? What's the difference between what you want and what he wants?

Garcia: I think what I want is, I think the difference--because, believe it or not, there is some overlap--is that he sees this as a tragedy to be fixed. I see these as people who deserve everything possible. We're probably always going to have autism, and we're always going to have autistic people with us.

So what do we do about it? How do we serve these people? How do we see them as full human beings who have needs and wants and concerns, and how do we fix the gaps so that the actually impairing and disabling parts of autism are addressed and mitigated? And how do we help them to live good and happy lives?

Rosin: Well, Eric, I feel like that is a beautiful place to end. I really appreciate you coming and talking to me about this.

Garcia: Hanna, I really appreciate you having me here. Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes and Jinae West. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid. We had engineering support from Rob Smierciak, fact-checking by Yvonne Kim. 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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Republicans Still Can't Say No to Trump

The GOP has mounted little resistance to the president. His "big, beautiful bill" was another test.

by Russell Berman




Updated at 10:13 a.m. ET on May 22, 2025.

Representative Tim Burchett is fond of saying no.

The fourth-term Tennessean was one of the eight renegade Republicans who helped oust Kevin McCarthy, and when Speaker Mike Johnson tries to rally the party around legislation, many times Burchett is one of the last holdouts. As Burchett left the Capitol on Monday, he complained to me: "It's always the conservatives that have to compromise."

Right up until the moment the House voted early Thursday morning on President Donald Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act, Burchett didn't want to compromise. The economic proposal pitted the party's hard-line right wing (that's Burchett) against members who could lose their seat by supporting legislation to extend a windfall for the wealthy while reducing benefits for those at the bottom of the income scale. He was frustrated that the bill adds trillions to the nation's debt and does not slash enough spending. He warned GOP leaders not to "poke the bear" by once again caving to more moderate Republicans. "At some point," Burchett told me, "the conservatives are going to push back, and it's going to shut the whole thing down."

But could he say that to the president? Could he tell Trump no?

"I don't know," Burchett replied on Monday.

David A. Graham: Congressional Republicans vs. reality 

In that, he wasn't alone. Republicans have mounted remarkably little resistance to Trump early in his second term. They've allowed him to bypass Congress and essentially shut down federal agencies on his own. The Senate has confirmed nearly all of his Cabinet nominees, even those who were accused of sexual misconduct or who had no obvious qualifications for their job. Time and again, GOP lawmakers have rebelled against Johnson only to fold under pressure from Trump.

With that in mind, the speaker brought in the president Tuesday morning to make what he hoped would be a final pitch to Republicans: Set aside your differences and pass the bill onto the Senate. The time for bickering is over. Take the deal. Get. It. Done. It was a bit like a baseball manager summoning his closer in the seventh inning. Johnson pushed to hold a vote, but as they negotiated it remained unclear if that would happen this week. "They think this is the close. I'm just going to politely disagree," Representative Andy Harris of Maryland, the chair of the House Freedom Caucus and a critic of the bill, told me on Tuesday.

Passing Trump's plan through the House was just one hurdle Republicans had to clear. The Senate is likely to make its own changes to the bill, which the House would then have to accept. GOP leaders want to increase the nation's debt limit as part of the measure, and Congress must do that by the summer to avoid a catastrophic default.

In the House, Republicans squeezed the speaker from both the right and the left. Conservatives such as Burchett pressed for bigger changes to Medicaid and a faster repeal of clean-energy tax credits enacted by former President Joe Biden. But some swing-district Republicans worried those cuts would hurt their constituents and jeopardize their reelection bids. Polls show that cuts to Medicaid are deeply unpopular, and the bill could result in as many as 10 million Americans losing health insurance, the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office found. Another faction representing New York and California insisted that the bill allow people a much more generous deduction for state and local taxes, a provision known as SALT.

Democrats assailed the bill as a fiscal and moral atrocity, arguing that the proposal cuts programs that provide aid to poor people while bestowing most of its benefits on the rich. "This is Robin Hood in reverse," former Speaker Nancy Pelosi declared Tuesday on the House floor. With Democrats united in opposition, Johnson could likely afford no more than three defections from Republicans, and a far higher number of lawmakers had yet to be appeased.

By Trump's telling, Tuesday morning's closed-door confab was "a meeting of love." But behind those doors, Trump tried to put an end to negotiations and shut down demands. Any Republican who dared to vote against the bill would be "a fool," he declared. The president reportedly told Republicans, "Don't fuck around with Medicaid" by drastically cutting the program; he also dismissed calls for a bigger SALT deduction. (In fact, the legislation does mess with Medicaid by instituting work requirements for non-disabled adults, and it nearly triples the amount of state and local taxes that people can write off from their federal IRS bill.)

Despite the president's plea, some of the holdouts left the meeting still holding out. "Nothing has changed," Representative Keith Self of Texas, a conservative critic who wants deeper Medicaid cuts, told me. On the right, Harris and Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky told reporters they were still opposed to the legislation. So, too, did three of the most vocal advocates of boosting the SALT deduction: Representatives Andrew Garbarino, Mike Lawler, and Nick LaLota, all of New York. "We need a little more SALT on the table to get to yes," the Long Islander LaLota told reporters, his pun very much intended.

Conservatives had been venting about the bill for weeks. They were annoyed that the proposal was heavy on tax cuts and much lighter on the spending reductions that Republicans campaign on but rarely enact. "There's not an economist worth their salt that will tell you that what we're doing is responsible or sustainable," Representative Eli Crane of Arizona told me. (His pun did not seem intended.) "I've been one of the guys up here that doesn't feel that the bill even goes far enough." Before Trump's visit, Burchett grumbled about "the so-called moderate or liberal members of the party," saying they have been "fighting us every step of the way."

Annie Lowrey: The Republicans' budget makes no sense

But betting against the bill's ultimate passage by both the House and the Senate could be a mistake. Republicans are virtually unanimous in their belief that allowing Trump's 2017 tax cuts to expire at year's end--which would result in a tax hike for most Americans--would be worse than passing a flawed, deficit-busting bill. The House's far-right faction, traditionally the chamber's most recalcitrant, is now most closely aligned with Trump. The president's demands of loyalty and heavy-handed treatment of dissenters have chastened if not defanged conservatives. A direct call from the president tends to be enough to flip a wavering Republican.

Burchett was in a considerably brighter mood after Trump's pep talk. "He got me closer," he told me. He did not repeat his gripes about the treatment of conservatives, or his warning that they might tank the bill. A personal plea from the president didn't seem necessary. "He's going to give us some food for thought," Burchett said. "We're moving right along with it."

I asked a handful of other conservative holdouts this week what they would tell Trump if he personally asked them to vote for a bill that didn't meet their demands. Not one said they would flatly tell him no. "I would look forward to chatting with the president," Self said. "It's always an honor." Harris told me he would "make the case that this big, beautiful bill could get more beautiful with a little more work." Representative Chip Roy of Texas, among the bill's most vocal conservative critics, was evasive. "I'm not going to get into that," he told me. "I'm not going to negotiate this through you."

The hard-liners got more face time with the president Wednesday afternoon after talks with House leaders failed to move them, prompting Trump to bring members of the House Freedom Caucus to the White House. His aides released a statement in support of the bill, saying that failure to pass Trump's plan would represent "the ultimate betrayal" of the president. Following the White House meeting, Johnson told reporters that he was moving forward with a vote. It wasn't clear whether conservatives were on board with the bill. But the speaker seemed ready to make a bet--that when the crucial moment came, the conservatives who had said no to him would not do the same to Trump.

The move paid off. After an all-night debate, the House early this morning passed the president's bill by a single vote, 215-214. Just two Republicans, Massie and Representative Warren Davidson of Ohio, defied Trump by opposing it. (A third, Harris, voted present.) Conservatives had won some final concessions, but nothing close to what they had been seeking. What mattered was that Trump had made his ask, and once more, Republicans found that they could not say no.
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Trump Hands Putin Another Victory

The U.S. president promised peace on day one. Now he's enabling Russia's advances.

by Jonathan Lemire




For years, President Donald Trump has bragged that he, and only he, could bring an end to the Russia-Ukraine war. "I'll have that done in 24 hours," he said repeatedly during his most recent presidential campaign. Once back in the White House, he told advisers to plan for a summit with Russian President Vladimir Putin, in the hope of creating a made-for-TV spectacle during which he could formally announce a resolution to the war, two administration officials and an outside adviser told me.

But plans are now shifting, those officials said. (I agreed not to name them so that they could discuss internal deliberations.) Trump still wants to establish closer ties with Putin, and the White House will likely revisit the possibility of a meeting before long. But officials now expect that any such summit won't involve negotiations to end the fighting.

After months of pushing for a cease-fire deal, the United States is preparing to take a step back from peace talks. Trump made this change in strategy clear after holding calls this week with Putin and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, and suggesting that he will no longer work to personally broker an agreement between the two leaders. Europe is on its own. And Russia has been handed a win, at least temporarily escaping consequences from the United States while it continues to pursue its aggression.

"I think something's going to happen," Trump told reporters in the Oval Office on Monday, seemingly still hoping for an agreement. But, he added, "if it doesn't, I just back away, and they're going to have to keep going. This was a European situation. It should have remained a European situation."

Read: Trump's basic misunderstanding about the war in Ukraine

Perhaps this outcome was inevitable. Trump has long been deferential to Putin, skeptical of Europe, and steadfast in his belief that American foreign policy should prioritize business and trade. He has frequently affirmed Russia's narrative about the war--that Ukraine provoked the conflict--and repeatedly demanded Ukrainian concessions for peace while asking little of Putin. His flashes of frustration with his Russian counterpart have been rare and brief. A few weeks ago, after meeting with Zelensky at Pope Francis's funeral, Trump threatened new sanctions on Russia; as he put it then, Putin's decision to ignore U.S. calls for a 30-day cease-fire revealed that he might not "want to stop the war" and "has to be dealt with differently." But to this point, no new sanctions have been levied.

When Putin proposed a meeting with Zelensky in Istanbul last week, Trump hoped that cease-fire talks were on the verge of a breakthrough, one of the administration officials I spoke with said. Zelensky traveled to Turkey, and Trump, already in the region for the first foreign trip of his new term, signaled that he would be willing to join if the Russian leader went as well. Instead, Putin blew off the meeting and sent a low-level delegation. Did the fact that Ukrainian and Russian officials met for the first time since the invasion represent a degree of progress? Yes. But nothing of note came from the meeting, and Russia's demands remain extreme. Trump privately felt stung that Putin declined the chance to meet, the outside adviser, who spoke with the president after the Istanbul meeting, told me.

Trump "has grown weary and frustrated with both sides of the conflict," White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told reporters on Monday, after the president had held his calls with the Russian and Ukrainian leaders. Trump spent two hours on the phone with Putin in a conversation that both the White House and the Kremlin described as warm. Later that day, Trump declared on Truth Social that Putin had agreed to "immediately" start direct negotiations with Ukraine toward a cease-fire and a broader deal to end the war. Setting aside the fact that direct talks had already started in Turkey, Trump, by not insisting that Russia accept America's 30-day cease-fire proposal, was giving Putin just what he wanted: permission for negotiations to move ahead more slowly. The sluggish pace will allow Russia to continue to inflict damage on Ukraine and win more territory, potentially strengthening Moscow's position for future negotiations.

"Vladimir Putin wants to keep the war going," Jake Sullivan, who was President Joe Biden's national security adviser, told me. "He thinks that terrorizing cities will weaken their morale, and he thinks eventually their lines will crack and he'll make substantially more progress on the ground." Sullivan said that by agreeing to talks with Ukraine--even in vague, toothless terms--Putin had done enough to placate Trump for now. "He wants to keep the war going but, on the other hand, keep Trump from flipping on him. And so his gambit wins."

Read: Trump weighs his options against Putin

Kylie Newbold,  Trump's National Security Council spokesperson, told me in a statement: "This is a war we inherited--it is Biden's war. There was no plan or strategy to bring the conflict and killing to an end, but now under President Trump the two sides are agreeing to the first direct talks in three years. This is an important step forward."

In his Truth Social post, Trump suggested that the United States was stepping back from the talks because Ukraine and Russia "know details of a negotiation that nobody else would be aware of." Hours earlier, Vice President J. D. Vance had similarly declared the conflict "not our war," saying, "We're going to try to end it, but if we can't end it, we're eventually going to say: 'You know what? That was worth a try, but we're not doing any more.'" Trump added Monday that he wanted the Vatican, rather than the U.S., to host negotiations.

Zelensky might welcome divine intervention, but the potential lack of U.S. involvement alarmed him. On X, he insisted that "the negotiation process must involve both American and European representatives at the appropriate level."

According to the Kremlin's readout of Putin's call with Trump, the Russian leader touted to Trump the possibility of significant American-Russian business deals. Trump seemed enthusiastic in his Truth Social post. "Russia wants to do largescale TRADE with the United States when this catastrophic 'bloodbath' is over, and I agree. There is a tremendous opportunity for Russia to create massive amounts of jobs and wealth. Its potential is UNLIMITED," he wrote. The outside adviser and a third administration official I spoke with both told me that one of Trump's primary motivations for ending the conflict is that he wants to normalize relations with Moscow and negotiate a trade deal involving Russia's rare-earth minerals.

The U.S. is continuing to share intelligence with Ukraine and to send some aid there. (The administration briefly paused both after Trump's heated Oval Office meeting with Zelensky in February, leading to Russian gains in the war.) As long as the spigot remains open, many experts believe, Ukraine can hold off Moscow's advances on the battlefield. And Washington might yet impose more penalties on Moscow. Republican Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina has broken with Trump by proposing tough sanctions against Russia--as well as secondary sanctions against other nations that do business with Moscow--if Putin does not commit to peace talks. The measure now has the support of a bipartisan group of nearly 80 senators--a veto-proof majority, as Senator Richard Blumenthal, the first co-sponsor of the bill, pointed out to me. "It's no secret that Donald Trump is mercurial on the subject of Ukraine. He's in again and out again in his attempts to make a deal. He's being played by Putin," Blumenthal said.

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

With Trump stepping away from the peace negotiations, Europe will bear more of the responsibility for supplying Ukraine with weapons and guaranteeing its future security. The continent has rallied around Ukraine since the war began, but European militaries cannot match the ability of the United States to fortify Kyiv. A U.S. withdrawal would likely lead to more Russian gains. It would also provide further evidence of the Trump administration's skepticism toward Europe. Trump has repeatedly feuded with European leaders over issues of trade and defense spending.

Zelensky, who has more aggressively courted Trump after their disastrous Oval Office meeting, admitted this week that he did not know whether the United States would join with European nations in stepping up sanctions against Russia, as the bloc did on Tuesday.

"We need to know who we can count on, and who we can't. A support package from Europe is coming, and it will be a strong one," he told reporters the day before the European Union levied the new penalties against Moscow. "As for the package from the United States--that's a different story."
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The Decline and Fall of Elon Musk

The Tesla innovator becomes the latest government employee to lose his job.

by Michael Scherer, Ashley Parker




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


Updated at 6:50 p.m. ET on May 21, 2025.


"Fuck you! Fuck you! Fuck you!"

Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent was shouting at Elon Musk in the halls of the West Wing last month, loud enough for Donald Trump to hear and in a language that he could certainly understand. Bessent and Musk were fighting over which of them should choose the next IRS leader--and, implicitly, over Musk's bureaucracy-be-damned crusade. Without securing the Treasury chief's sign-off, Musk had pushed through his own pick for the job. Bessent was, quite obviously, not having it.

The fight had started outside the Oval Office; it continued past the Roosevelt Room and toward the chief of staff's office, and then barreled around the corner to the national security adviser's warren. Musk accused Bessent of having run two failed hedge funds. "I can't hear you," he told Bessent as they argued, their faces just inches apart. "Say it louder."

Musk came to Washington all Cybertrucks and chain saws, ready to destroy the bureaucracy, fire do-nothing federal workers, and, he bragged, save taxpayers $2 trillion in the process. He was a Tech Support-T-shirt-wearing disruptor who promised to rewire how the government operates and to defeat the "woke mind virus," all under the auspices of the newly created Department of Government Efficiency. For weeks, he and his merry band of DOGE bros gleefully jumped from agency to agency, terrorizing bureaucrats, demanding access to sensitive data, and leaving snack wrappers on employees' desks. But as Musk winds down his official time in Washington, he has found himself isolated within the upper reaches of the Trump administration, having failed to build necessary alliances and irritating many of the department and agency heads he was ostensibly there to help. His team failed to find anything close to the 13-figure savings he'd promised. Court challenges clipped other projects. Cabinet secretaries blocked DOGE cuts they said reduced crucial services. All the while, Musk's net worth fell, his companies tanked in value, and he became an object of frequent gossip and ridicule.

Four months after Musk's swashbuckling arrival, he is effectively moving on, shifting his attention back to his jobs as the leader of Tesla, SpaceX, and X, among his other companies. In a call last month with Wall Street analysts, Musk said he was planning to spend "a day or two per week" focusing on DOGE issues--similar to how he manages each of his various companies. The next week, he seemed to suggest that he'd be slimming down his government portfolio even more, telling reporters that he expected to be in Washington "every other week." Yesterday, he told the Qatar Economic Forum in a video interview that he no longer sees a reason to spend money on politics, though that could change in the future. "I think I've done enough," he said.

Listen: Elon Musk's luck runs out

He remains close with Trump, who still shows genuine affection for his billionaire benefactor, according to advisers and allies. But Musk's decision to focus elsewhere has been greeted as a relief by many federal leaders, who have been busily undoing many of his cuts in their departments or making DOGE-style changes on their own terms. Cabinet leaders--who did not appreciate being treated like staff by the man boasting about feeding their fiefdom into a "wood chipper"--have widely ignored some of his efforts, such as his February demand that all federal employees send weekly emails to their supervisors laying out their accomplishments in bullet points.

"How many people were fired because they didn't send in their three things a week or whatever the fuck it was?" one Trump adviser, who requested anonymity to speak frankly, told us. "I think that everyone is ready to move on from this part of the administration."

The Musk-Bessent shouting match was immediate fodder--for gossip, of course, but also for a kind of Rorschach test for MAGA-world loyalties. Several members of the administration heard it themselves. Many, many more learned about it secondhand, or even thirdhand. (Some of the details were first reported by The New York Times and Axios.)

A mild-mannered billionaire stood up to "a man-child"! Musk rugby-shouldered Bessent! There was definitely nothing physical! There was caterwauling! Musk should have been arrested! Musk did nothing wrong! It wasn't even a big deal!

After the shouting ended, Musk's pick for IRS commissioner found himself replaced with Bessent's more seasoned choice after just three days on the job. Bessent had won. The power struggle has become a symbol of Musk's inability to build support for his approach.

This story is based on interviews with 14 White House advisers, outside allies, and confidants, who all requested anonymity to describe private conversations. The White House and the Treasury Department declined to comment on the specifics of the fight, and a representative for Musk did not respond to requests for comment.

A couple of weeks after his argument with Bessent, Musk gathered reporters in the Roosevelt Room to defend himself, admitting that his latest goal of $1 trillion in taxpayer spending--already down from his initial $2 trillion target--had proved "really, really difficult."

"We are making as much progress as we can--there's a lot of inertia in the government," he told the assembled press. "So it's, like, it's not easy. This is--this is a way to make a lot of enemies and not that many friends."

At the core of Musk's challenges was his unfamiliarity with reforming an organization that, unlike his own companies, he does not fully control. Rather than taking the time to navigate and understand the quirks and nuances of the federal government--yes, an often lumbering and inefficient institution--Musk instead told his team to move fast: It would be better to backtrack later, if necessary, than to proceed with caution. (One administration official told us that Musk's view was that if he hadn't fired so many people that he needed to rehire some, it would mean that he hadn't cut enough.) As he sought to solve spending and digital-infrastructure problems, he often created new issues for Trump, the president's top advisers, and Capitol Hill allies.

"He came with a playbook that comes from outside government, and there were mixed returns on that," Matt Calkins, the CEO of Appian, a Virginia-based software company that automates business processes and has worked with the federal government for more than two decades, told us. "He comes in with his idealism and his Silicon Valley playbook, and a few interesting things happened. Does the 'move fast and break things' model work in Washington? Not really."

Calkins told us that he very much supports Musk's stated goals: government efficiency and modernization, and harnessing technology to improve the lives of citizens. But, he explained, Washington will never work the way Silicon Valley does. Its capacity for disruption is lower; although people may enjoy summoning Uber rides or ordering food via their phone, they do not rely on these innovations the way many do on, say, public education or Medicaid. "Government is a foundation, versus a technology company that usually provides a bonus--something we enjoy consuming, but not something we count on," Calkins said.

Musk's operation claims to have found $170 billion in savings by cutting grants, contracts, leases, and other spending, though the numbers have frequently been revised down owing to errors and program reinstatements. The federal workforce--roughly 4.5 million employees, including military personnel--is slated to be reduced by tens of thousands, though many of those cuts are now in limbo because of recent court orders. White House aides privately admit that a high-profile claim of fraud that Musk uncovered--that some people in Social Security databases are listed as unrealistically old--is a data problem but not evidence of actual fraud: The government had already blocked payments to those people before Musk pointed them out. (Nevertheless, Trump repeated the claim in his first official address to Congress, in March, and Musk caused a mini political crisis for the administration when he appeared on Joe Rogan's podcast and declared Social Security--an entitlement that Trump has promised not to touch--"the biggest Ponzi scheme of all time.")

Most important, Trump has made clear that Musk did not have the freedom to reshape the government as he would one of his companies. Weeks after Musk appeared onstage with a chain saw to illustrate his plans for the federal government, Trump rebuked the approach on social media: "We say the 'scalpel' rather than the 'hatchet,'" Trump wrote. Musk's legal opponents have taken to celebrating his departure as a defeat for his larger ambitions. They point to public polling that shows that his public favorability has fallen markedly since the start of the year, as well as to the backlash he faced when he went to Wisconsin to campaign for a Republican-backed state-supreme-court candidate who ended up losing by double digits.

"We kicked him out of town," Rushab Sanghvi, the general counsel for the American Federation of Government Employees, told us. "If he had stayed in the shadows and done his stuff, who knows how bad it would have been? But no one likes the guy."

At a Cabinet meeting at the end of April, possibly Musk's last, the Tesla and SpaceX leader reduced himself to a punch line, wearing two caps--a red Gulf of America one perched atop his signature black DOGE hat. He joked about all the jobs that he was juggling. "As they say, I wear a lot of hats. And as you can see, it's true. Even my hat has a hat," he said, prompting genuine laughter.

The uprising against Musk--in hindsight, the abrupt beginning of the slow end--had begun in the same room a month earlier, at an impromptu meeting. Cabinet secretaries, who had not yet been confirmed for office when Musk began his work, had been expressing frustration to Trump and to White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles, among others, about Musk's meddling. Musk, meanwhile, had been griping about what he viewed as the slow pace of hiring.

In fact, the Trump administration had been staffing up remarkably quickly by federal standards for a new administration. But, as one White House adviser explained to us, "if you're Elon, in the business of firing people, it's easy to see hiring through a different lens."

Sick of presiding over the competing complaints, Trump finally declared: Bring them all in here, and we'll have at it. The next day, the Cabinet secretaries did just that. Details of the meeting--including Musk's heated back-and-forth with Secretary of State Marco Rubio, as well as with Doug Collins, the secretary of veterans affairs, and Sean Duffy, the transportation secretary--almost immediately leaked into news reports. Musk upbraided Rubio during the meeting for not sufficiently reducing his staff, and Rubio--already upset that Musk had essentially dissolved USAID, one of the agencies under his purview--vigorously fought back. ("That was one of the turning points for Trump and Marco, where Trump realized Marco had a little spine," one Trump ally told us.)

Several people told us that though Musk understood that he was walking into an ambush, he was unaware of the extent of the coming pile-on. After the "whining about DOGE" and Musk generally "taking it," someone familiar with the meeting told us, Musk defended his efforts. At one point, he declared that his real problem was not with firing people or reducing the size of government but with quickly hiring new, better people. (Early on, Musk had been irritated that he couldn't instantaneously hire DOGE engineers, who found themselves subjected to the same MAGA loyalty tests as everyone else, and he was unable to muscle onto the government payroll a Turkish-born venture capitalist with a green card, because U.S. law generally prohibits noncitizens from working for the federal government.)

Sergio Gor, the director of the White House Presidential Personnel Office, defended the pace of hiring, which he oversees. The relationship between Musk and Gor had already been tense, several advisers told us; one adviser explained that the two men were "constantly sniping at each other." Sometime after the Cabinet meeting, Musk went to the president and, referring to Gor, said, "Please tell me I never have to ask him for anything again," the adviser told us.

With Musk's DOGE team largely in place, he and Gor have had less reason in recent weeks to interact. Others told us that the two men have since buried any disagreements and get along fine.

But the clash was yet another example of Musk chafing against the strictures of government processes, something Gor's office is designed to uphold. "There's not a lot of reverence for the system with Elon," the Trump adviser told us. "It's not a perfect system, but it is nonetheless our system."

Musk's influence on the early months of the Trump administration is, of course, undeniable. He regularly amplified administration messaging--and occasionally undercut it--on X, the social-media platform he owns. And he focused attention on an issue that many voters agree should be a priority, at least in theory: eliminating waste, fraud, and abuse in Washington, and making the government more efficient and technologically nimble. He also cut large swaths of the federal workforce, albeit in such a "haphazard" way, as one adviser put it to us, that the actual results have proved mixed. Some talented and experienced career bureaucrats--the sorts of officials Trump and Musk ostensibly wanted to retain--decamped to the private sector or took early retirement, and the general chaos led to some fired employees being hired back. At the Federal Aviation Administration, Musk's interference and cuts have caused mayhem, especially among already overtaxed air-traffic controllers. Musk also made himself the public face of the Trump administration's decision to shut down USAID, a decision that the Microsoft co-founder Bill Gates described as "the world's richest man killing the world's poorest children." (Musk, who'd initially earned the fraught designation of "co-president" and seemed destined for a rocket-fuel-caliber blowup with the actual president, also lasted much longer in government than many had surmised he would--and is exiting with something akin to grace, at least by Trumpian standards.)

Ayushi Roy, a former technologist at the General Services Administration who now teaches digital government at Harvard Kennedy School, told us that Musk has achieved at least some of his goals: cutting the federal workforce and traumatizing the employees who remain. But, she said, he has largely failed to build anything that's made government more efficient.

"I am waiting for them to actually deliver something. Right now they have just been deleting things. They haven't added any value," she told us. "If it is just us hatcheting things instead of improving or even replacing them, the goal, to me, is not actually about improving efficiency."

Calkins, the software CEO, cautioned us to not undersell what Musk has done. Given the "resolute structure" of government bureaucracy, he said, it's impressive that Musk even "got a few big nicks."

In Calkins's view, Musk might have been more successful had he been given more time--maybe a year and a half, he estimated. He told us that he thinks more cuts to government are necessary, but that Musk's approach was insufficiently judicious.

"In retrospect," Calkins concluded, "it wasn't nearly as much as we needed, and we probably didn't need the chain saw. We needed the chisel."

Musk struggled to adjust to life outside his companies, where his whims reigned supreme and he rarely needed to build consensus. "He miscalculated his ability to act just completely autonomously," one outside Trump adviser told us. "He had some missteps in all of these agencies, which would have been fine because everyone acknowledges that when you're moving fast and breaking things, not everything is going to go right. But it's different when you do that and you don't even have the buy-in of the agency you're setting on fire."

Musk also found himself clashing with other Trump advisers on policy questions that could take a bite out of his personal fortune. The billionaire argued against the administration's tariff bonanza--at one point, he urged "a zero-tariff situation" between the United States and Europe--and publicly attacked Trump's top trade adviser, Peter Navarro, calling him "dumber than a sack of bricks." In late March, according to a New York Times report, Musk was preparing to receive a secret briefing from the Pentagon on the country's planning for a potential war with China. After the Times story published, Trump posted on social media that Musk's trip to the Pentagon would not include any China briefing. But the report prompted a public outcry, including over Musk's many potential conflicts of interest.

Read: The actual math behind DOGE's cuts

"You could feel it, everything changed, the fever had been broken," the longtime Trump ally and Musk foe Steve Bannon told us in a text message about the Pentagon uproar. In Bannon's view, government officials had opted to leak to the Times rather than directly confront Musk or bring their concerns to the president--a troubling sign, he told us, of Musk's outsize power.

Now Trump-administration officials wonder just what will happen to DOGE once Musk pivots elsewhere. In some cases, DOGE employees have already become more formally enmeshed in the administration, taking on official roles within government agencies. A top Musk aide is now the Interior Department's assistant secretary of policy management and budget, and a DOGE point person to the Department of Energy is now chief of staff. One administration official told us that Musk's much-vaunted--and initially chaotic--reductions in the federal workforce are now coming to fruition across the government, but in a more organized fashion.

Musk's "special government employee" status always meant that he was going to depart the government after 130 days. But for a time, there was West Wing chatter about stretching the limit of a "working day" to allow him to extend his time in the administration. Now even Musk has stopped stoking those expectations. "The mission of DOGE--to cut waste, fraud, and abuse--will surely continue," White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told us in an email. "DOGE employees who onboarded at their respective agencies will continue to work with President Trump's cabinet to make our government more efficient."

Speaking to a group of reporters earlier this month, Musk implied that DOGE is self-sustaining and could carry on without him. "DOGE is a way of life," he told them, "like Buddhism." But when asked how, exactly, DOGE could continue, he was coy. "Is Buddha needed for Buddhism?" he asked.



This article originally misidentified Elon Musk as the founder of Tesla. He was an early investor of the company and is now its CEO.
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Trump's Plan to Cap Drug Prices Doesn't Exist

<span>Instead, he seems content blaming foreign countries and hoping for the best.</span>

by Roge Karma




For a moment, Donald Trump finally seemed to be on the verge of real economic populism. The president announced last week that his administration would be instituting a "most favored nation" policy that would peg drug costs in the United States to the much lower prices paid in other developed countries. "Some prescription-drug and pharmaceutical prices will be reduced almost immediately by 50 to 80 to 90 percent," he declared. Robert F. Kennedy Jr., picking up on the horseshoe-theory dynamic, observed, "I have a couple of kids who are big Bernie Sanders fans. And when I told them that this was going to happen, they had tears in their eyes, because they thought this is never going to happen in our lifetime."

Those tears might have been premature. When the text of Trump's executive order became available, the actual policy turned out to be very different from what the president had claimed. In fact, it wasn't really a policy at all. If the president were serious about solving America's drug-cost crisis, he could choose from a long list of options. Instead, he seems content blaming foreign countries and hoping for the best.

The executive order directs Kennedy, the secretary of Health and Human Services, to identify a "price target" for a given drug, and then asks the pharmaceutical industry to voluntarily charge that price. There is no enforcement mechanism, only a vague promise to "propose a rulemaking plan to impose most-favored-nation pricing" if companies don't comply. The order amounts to a strongly worded request that the pharmaceutical industry slash its own profit margins. Indeed, after the text of the order became public, drug-company stocks, which had dropped amid rumors of a real most-favored-nation policy, rebounded. "We see President Trump's tone as relatively positive for the industry," a pharmaceutical analyst for UBS Investment Bank wrote. "This is one of the least thought-through executive orders I've ever seen," Stacie Dusetzina, a professor of health policy at Vanderbilt University, told me.

But even before the text circulated, Trump's lack of seriousness should have been apparent. During the press conference announcing the order--the one that made RFK's Bernie-loving children tear up--Trump conspicuously avoided directing any ire toward Big Pharma. "I'm not knocking the drug companies," he said at one point. The real enemies, according to Trump, are European leaders who engage in hardball negotiations to lower drug prices for their own people, leaving the heroic American pharma industry with no choice but to charge American consumers exorbitant prices to make up for the shortfall. "It was really the countries that forced Big Pharma to do things that, frankly, I'm not sure they really felt comfortable doing," Trump remarked. The result, he said, is a system in which American patients are "effectively subsidizing socialist health-care systems" across the world while our so-called allies free ride on our generosity.

The president went on to announce that the administration would launch investigations into "foreign nations that extort drug companies." If those inquiries conclude that Europeans are paying below what Trump thinks are fair prices, he said, he will threaten to raise tariffs until they agree to pay more for drugs. Once foreign nations give in, American pharmaceutical companies will start making more money overseas, and thus will be happy to charge Americans lower prices. The result will be what Trump called "equalization": higher prices for Europeans, lower prices for Americans, and steady profits for Big Pharma.

Roge Karma: Do voters care about policy even a little?

To describe this theory as economically illiterate would be too kind. Even if European countries did agree to willingly accept higher drug prices, to expect pharmaceutical companies to respond by charging American consumers less is delusional. Those companies would still be in the business of maximizing their profits. The real reason Americans pay so much for prescription drugs is that, unlike in basically every other rich country, the U.S. government mostly does not negotiate prices with drug manufacturers. The few exceptions are revealing. In 2022, the Biden administration passed legislation allowing the federal government to negotiate the prices Medicare pays for 10 top-grossing drugs. Last summer, new prices for those drugs, effective 2027, were announced, each more than 60 percent lower on average--an outcome that occurred without a single European country paying more.

Even if Trump ultimately follows through on the executive order's threat to develop a most-favored-nation policy, that effort is almost assured to fail. The executive branch likely doesn't have the authority to impose such a policy universally without congressional legislation. (When Trump, during his first term, tried to use executive authority to run a mere trial for most-favored-nation pricing within Medicare, the order was blocked by the courts.) Even if the courts decided that the authority existed, the policy's fine print would have to be airtight so that pharmaceutical companies couldn't easily game the system--by, for instance, raising the list prices of their drugs in foreign countries (while offering discounts and rebates) to avoid having to reduce prices in the U.S. That would be a tall order for the administration responsible for the chaotic "Liberation Day" tariffs. "When you decide to mess with a big, complex system like this, the small, technocratic details really matter," Rachel Sachs, a health-policy expert at Washington University School of Law, told me.

Many more viable paths to lower drug costs are available. Most obvious, Trump could work with Congress to expand the federal government's ability to negotiate drug prices--a policy that would also reduce the deficit or help offset the extension of the 2017 tax cut. If he's hung up on the idea of most-favored-nation pricing, he could simply throw his support behind a bill introduced in 2021 by Bernie Sanders and Ro Khanna, which would permit manufacturers to make affordable generic versions of any drug whose U.S. price is above the median price in Canada, Japan, the U.K., Germany, and France. (If drug companies tried to game the system by raising prices elsewhere, the bill also lists a set of separate criteria that the HHS secretary could use to determine whether a drug is "excessively priced.") Drug companies insist that cutting their revenues so dramatically would threaten innovation. The evidence for that proposition is mixed at best, but if Trump is worried about it, the government could boost public funding for research or offer cash prizes for certain drug discoveries.

Instead, of course, Trump is doing the opposite of all that. He has issued executive orders that will slow the implementation of Biden's drug-price negotiations and halt investigations into how to reduce drug prices further. Meanwhile, his administration has already slashed billions in research funding for the National Institutes of Health--the institution responsible for the basic science research behind nearly every single new drug in the U.S.--and proposed a budget that would cut its funding even more. "This is exactly the kind of thing you'd do if your goal was to completely destroy drug innovation in the U.S.," Dusetzina told me.

The unified Trumpian worldview sees nearly every problem in America as the product of foreign countries ripping us off. Trump would like voters to believe that high drug costs can be solved via some combination of tariff threats and trade restrictions. Whether he himself believes this is ultimately beside the point. Trump could deliver lower drug prices to the American people if he really wanted to. Instead, he's offering snake oil.
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The Rushed, Blundering Effort to Send Deportees to Third Countries

Many of those sent to countries that aren't their own are at heightened risk for abuse.

by Nick Miroff




This story was updated on May 21 at 8:50 a.m.

The Trump administration has acknowledged a new error in a case challenging its attempts to send deportees to any country that will take them. Another immigrant who had earned protected status was rushed out of the country and put in danger--and U.S. officials have offered little more than a shrug.

This time, the immigrant is a gay man from Guatemala who fled death threats and twice tried to seek refuge in the United States. First, he was denied and deported home. He tried again last year and says that while traveling through Mexico, he was held for ransom and sexually assaulted.

The man, identified in court documents as O.C.G., won his case in February when a U.S. immigration judge granted him withholding of removal, shielding him from deportation to Guatemala because of the risk of harm he faced there. The Trump administration promptly sent him to Mexico instead. Threatened with prolonged detention, O.C.G. left Mexico and went back to Guatemala--the country the judge had said he shouldn't be sent to--and is now in hiding there.

The Trump administration originally claimed that O.C.G. did not express fear of being sent to Mexico, which would have potentially stopped his deportation. But on Friday, the government acknowledged that its claim was based on an erroneous data entry, and that it has no record to support the assertion. Then, over the weekend, the government compounded its mistake by briefly disclosing the man's full name in court documents, violating confidentiality rules. The Atlantic is not publishing his name, because his lawyers argued in court that identifying him could put his life in danger, especially while he is in hiding.

O.C.G. is one of several plaintiffs whose lawsuits have slowed the administration's attempts to fast-track thousands of deportees to countries that aren't their own. Sending people to third countries is allowed under U.S. immigration law, and the effort to enlist countries around the world is one of several unconventional strategies the administration is using as it rushes to increase deportations. The case of O.C.G. follows that of Kilmar Abrego Garcia, the Maryland man wrongly deported to El Salvador in March because of what the government called an administrative error. Both men had been granted withholding of removal by U.S. immigration judges who had determined that they were more likely than not to be harmed if sent back to their countries of origin.

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

Thousands of immigrants are living in the United States with the same protected status, which allows them to work and have a Social Security number. Most are required to regularly check in at a U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement office, making them especially easy to find. Under President Joe Biden, such immigrants were generally left alone. Under President Donald Trump, they have become targets for ICE arrest and deportation.

The administration defended its use of third countries today: The White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson said in a statement that they're key to fulfilling Trump's promise to voters to deport massive numbers of immigrants. "If illegal aliens' home countries cannot or will not accept their citizens back, that doesn't mean they can stay here," Jackson said.

Top administration officials have been pressuring world leaders to accept deportees who aren't their own citizens, floating it as a way to ingratiate themselves to Trump. El Salvador, Panama, Costa Rica, and Mexico have obliged; attempts to enlist nations such as Libya and Ukraine have not yet succeeded.

The third-country strategy is designed as a work-around for cases like O.C.G.'s, in which courts have deemed people to be at significant risk of harm even if they don't qualify for U.S. asylum.

The Trump officials overseeing the deportation campaign insist that they have two priorities for removals: the roughly 665,000 immigrants who have criminal records on ICE's docket of nearly 8 million cases, and also some 1.5 million immigrants who have received deportation orders from a judge but are still in the country. (There is some overlap between those two groups.)

Before Trump took office, ICE officials estimated that only about half of those immigrants could actually be deported. Some would-be deportees had been granted a reprieve for a medical condition or other extenuating circumstance. But others--the government has not released statistics--were allowed to stay because they have a withholding-of-removal order or a similar protection under the United Nations Convention Against Torture, to which the United States is a signatory, having pledged to not send migrants to places where they could face egregious abuse.

Soon after Trump took office, administration officials told ICE officers to take a fresh look at such cases as part of the broader push to ramp up deportations. Officers were instructed to arrest immigrants who have withholding status if they could potentially be sent to a third country, according to an ICE memo I obtained. "If removal appears significantly likely in the reasonably foreseeable future, the arrest may proceed without further investigation," the memo instructed.

It's unclear how many people with withholding status have been removed from the United States since then. Some U.S. allies receive third-country deportees, especially Mexico, which began accepting non-Mexicans on a large scale during the Biden administration. But those cases were generally limited to Central Americans and other Spanish-speakers. Guatemala has agreed to host some deportees, and Trump has sent others to Panama and Costa Rica, where some have been offered resettlement. El Salvador's President Nayib Bukele is the only one putting migrants in prison, charging the United States as much as $15 million.

Read: El Salvador's exceptional prison state

Trump officials have made the effort a diplomatic priority. During a televised Cabinet meeting on April 30, Secretary of State Marco Rubio confirmed that the administration has engaged in discussions with other nations. "I say this unapologetically: We are actively searching for other countries to take people from third countries, not just El Salvador," Rubio said, describing the push as an effort to expel gang members and criminals, even though the government acknowledges that many of the Venezuelans sent to El Salvador's infamous Terrorism Confinement Center, known as CECOT, do not have criminal records.

He added, "And the further away from America, the better, so they can't come back across the border."

U.S. District Court Judge Brian E. Murphy, who is overseeing the lawsuit involving O.C.G. and others, ruled in March that the administration cannot send deportees to a third country without providing written notice and due process. The First Circuit Court of Appeals upheld Murphy's decision on Friday. The decision is one of several that have thwarted the administration's deportation plans. The Supreme Court on Friday effectively halted the administration's attempt to use the Alien Enemies Act, which the Trump administration deployed in March to send Venezuelans to the Salvadoran megaprison.

Last night, Murphy ordered the government to halt a deportation in progress to South Sudan that included immigrants from Vietnam, Myanmar, and possibly other nations. Attorneys for the deportees submitted an emergency filing asking Murphy to prevent ICE from leaving their clients in the African nation, where there is an ongoing armed conflict.

Murphy told attorneys for the Trump administration that he suspects that his orders have been violated, and directed ICE to keep the deportees in its custody until a hearing today. The judge said he was willing to consider criminal-contempt charges for anyone violating the order, including the pilots of the plane. When he asked about the status of a deportee from Vietnam, the government told the judge the information was classified.

Murphy told the Trump administration to ensure that the immigrants are "treated humanely" until he determines whether the deportation attempt is lawful.

Other immigrants who were already sent to third countries, even mistakenly, have no clear path to return.

The ICE official Brian Ortega said in a sworn declaration filed late Friday that his previous claim that O.C.G. wasn't afraid of deportation to Mexico was based on faulty data entry. "Upon further investigation," Ortega told the court, "ICE was unable to identify an officer or officers who asked O.C.G. if he feared a return to Mexico."

The mistaken deportation of O.C.G tacked on a new blunder over the weekend when attorneys for the Justice Department improperly published the man's name. There was no indication that the disclosure was intentional, and the government resubmitted its court filing a day later with the name redacted, as required by law to protect the confidentiality of asylum seekers who could face harm or retaliation in their home country.

Attorneys for O.C.G. have filed motions to force the administration to bring him back to the United States. They said that the government has "greatly exacerbated the risk of harm to Plaintiff O.C.G. through their disclosure of his identity on the public docket, which has already garnered media attention and heightened the threat to his life and safety."

O.C.G., whose age and other biographic details are redacted in court filings, had tried to show ICE officers in Arizona the immigration judge's protective order as they prepared to deport him in February. The officers told him that the document had "expired" and put him on a deportation bus, according to his attorneys. When he asked to call his attorney, the officers told him it was too late.

In another wrongful-deportation case, a federal appeals court in Virginia yesterday upheld a ruling by a Trump-appointed judge that ordered the government to facilitate the return of a Venezuelan man sent to the CECOT prison in El Salvador on the same day as Abrego Garcia. The man, Daniel Lozano-Camargo, was deported in violation of a settlement involving asylum seekers who'd arrived in the United States as minors, the judge ruled.

But federal courts have had little success compelling the Trump administration to fix its deportation errors. It's been more than a month since the Supreme Court told the White House to facilitate Abrego Garcia's release from prison in El Salvador. He's still there, and the Trump administration has not said publicly what, if anything, it's doing to bring him back.
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Kristi Noem Should Probably Know What Habeas Corpus Is

But she doesn't.

by Jonathan Chait




Several top members of the Trump administration have been evading constraints on their lawless actions by playing a clever game of feigned ignorance as to the plain requirements of the Constitution and a series of adverse court rulings.

Then there's Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem, whose ignorance appears to be utterly genuine.

Appearing before a Senate hearing this morning, Noem was asked by Senator Maggie Hassan, "What is habeas corpus?" Noem, whose hearing prep clearly did not anticipate any questions with Latin terms in them, replied, "Habeas corpus is a constitutional right that the president has to be able to remove people from this country, and suspend their right to--"

At this point, Hassan interjected to explain that habeas corpus is, in fact, "the legal principle that requires that the government provide a public reason for detaining and imprisoning people." In other words, it's the opposite of what Noem said. It's not a right the president possesses, but a right the people possess against the president.

Habeas is an extremely basic right, for the obvious reason that, if the government can simply throw anybody in jail without justifying their imprisonment in court, its power is absolute. It dates back to the Magna Carta, and is one of the few rights the Founders included in the original Constitution, without waiting for the addition of the Bill of Rights. Noem--the head of a department with a budget exceeding $100 billion a year, more than a quarter-million employees, and vast domestic enforcement powers that critics warned upon its creation had dystopian police-state potential--would ideally be familiar with the concept.

The second Trump era has produced two broad castes of post-liberal spokespeople. The first category is the lawyers and other theorists who, in the aftermath of Donald Trump's flailing first term, set out to reimagine a second Trump presidency that would ruthlessly deploy the power of the state to terrorize the opposition. This category is represented by figures such as Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought and Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller.

Read: The visionary of Trump 2.0

Earlier this month, Miller appeared outside the White House and replied to a question about habeas corpus, offered up by a reporter for the far-right site Gateway Pundit, with a confident-sounding explanation: "Well, the Constitution is clear, and that of course is the supreme law of the land, that the privilege of the writ of habeas corpus can be suspended in a time of invasion."

The administration has sought to leverage its wartime powers into the kind of limitless authority that the Founders directly closed off. Miller's logic is that the presence of foreign-born gang members amounts to an "invasion," thus permitting the president to employ emergency wartime authority, which in Miller's account entails suspending habeas corpus.

Miller's reasoning contains obvious factual and legal flaws. The presence of foreign gang members is hardly tantamount to an invasion, and the Constitution does not actually give presidents the unilateral power to suspend habeas. Abraham Lincoln famously suspended the right during the Civil War, but this is widely held to have been a constitutional violation, not proof of concept. ("Scholars and courts have overwhelmingly endorsed the position that, Lincoln's unilateral suspensions of the writ notwithstanding, the Constitution gives Congress the exclusive authority to decide when the predicates specified by the Suspension Clause are satisfied," Amy Coney Barrett wrote in 2014.) If the president could suspend habeas corpus simply on account of foreign-born people engaging in criminal activity, a condition that has obtained continuously throughout American history, then the people would functionally have no rights at all.

Noem did not display a strong-enough grasp of Miller's quasi-legal rationale to repeat it in her testimony. She appears to belong to the smaller second category of Trumpian post-liberals: those who believe that Trump axiomatically possesses unlimited rights.

That category includes Trump himself. The president has frequently likened his own power to that of a king. He has tweeted, "He who saves his Country does not violate any Law," and, when asked if he needs to follow the Constitution, replied, "I don't know." While Trump has clearly been exposed to legal justifications for expanding his power, he has never been able to repeat them coherently. His best effort was perhaps the moment during his first term when he said, "I have an Article II, where I have to the right to do whatever I want as president." This was close in the sense that Article II indeed enumerates the president's powers. It was off base in the sense that those powers are, well, enumerated.

Noem appears to subscribe to Trump's reading of the Constitution. A lack of familiarity with the Miller-style pseudo-legal reasoning has not prevented her from executing the administration's agenda. She has swept up immigrants, shipped them off to an El Salvadoran megaprison, and posed menacingly for photos in front of their cell. That dozens of them never even violated U.S. immigration law, according to the Cato Institute, is a mere detail.

Conor Friedersdorf: Donald Trump's cruel and unusual innovations

Upon having habeas defined for her by Hassan, Noem recovered enough to declare, "I support habeas corpus," as if it were a bill before Congress or an aspirational slogan. Then she immediately contradicted herself by adding, "I also recognize that the president of the United States has the authority under the Constitution to decide if it should be suspended or not."

If the president had the authority to suspend the right of habeas corpus, then it wouldn't be a right. That's how rights work. Generations of Americans feared that liberty might perish under the thumb of ruthless leaders who ignored or undermined constitutional rights. There turns out to be an equal threat from leaders who simply don't understand them.
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Biden's Age Wasn't a Cover-Up. It Was Observable Fact.

The story about the former president getting old is getting old.

by Mark Leibovich




Washington is abuzz these days, The Atlantic has learned. I love it when Washington is abuzz. Let's jump right in. Why the buzzing?

Because apparently, Joe Biden is still really old. Older than he was last summer, when Washington was even more abuzz about the 46th president being really old--and about whether he was fit to lead the country, run for reelection, beat Donald Trump, thwart fascism, etc.

Or three years ago, when overwhelming majorities of Americans were already saying in polls that Biden should definitely not seek reelection. Or two years ago, when he declared that he would in fact seek reelection, while Democrats anguished (off the record; you did not hear this from me) that if Biden went ahead with a campaign, it would surely end in disaster. Or six months ago, when it did, in fact, end in disaster.

Or, for that matter, Sunday, when Biden announced that he had been diagnosed with an aggressive form of prostate cancer--an especially pronounced marker of his advanced age.

You know what else is old? The story about Biden being old.

For the latest chapter in this saga, we give thanks to a new book, out today, whose arrival has been as hotly anticipated around Washington as a sundae cart at the senior home. Biblically titled Original Sin, the book--by the CNN host Jake Tapper and Axios's Alex Thompson--offers the latest after-action report of the calamitous culmination of Biden's career. The book depicts a kind of West Wing Weekend at Bernie's, with Biden playing the frail, prideful, and self-deluded leader.

Tyler Austin Harper: An autopsy report on Biden's in-office decline

Original Sin includes the requisite shocking new details--many of which have already been pre-circulated and selectively leaked, probably by the publisher, in an effort to drum up more excitement for the book. (You think buzz gets generated on its own?) Oh, and you can read The Atlantic's excerpt of the book here.

"We got so screwed by Biden, as a party," David Plouffe, one of Kamala Harris's top campaign aides, told the authors, referring to the president's refusal to step aside until it was way too late. Other revelations: Biden routinely forgot the names of his top aides. His personal doctor advocated for him to get more rest. There were "internal discussions" about putting him in a wheelchair. "It was incredible," one Democrat told the authors, referring to Biden's state in 2020. "This was like watching Grandpa who shouldn't be driving." Four years later, Biden seemed not to recognize George Clooney, despite having met the handsome actor on many occasions. "Clooney was shaken to his core," Tapper and Thompson write.

Original Sin focuses heavily on how Biden, his family, his White House staff, and many top Democrats conspired to hide the extent of the president's deterioration from the public. It describes how journalists who dared report on the matter were bullied, frozen out, and gaslighted by the White House. The somewhat loaded and breathless term cover-up has gotten tossed around a lot in the promotion of Original Sin, including in the book's subtitle (President Biden's Decline, Its Cover-Up, and His Disastrous Choice to Run Again).

The authors have engaged in some strategic umbrage-taking, including at last month's White House Correspondents' Dinner. In remarks at the event, Thompson chided the previous administration for concealing the president's full decrepitude but also finger-wagged his fellow journalists for not reporting more vigorously on Biden's decline. "We bear some responsibility for faith in the media being at such lows," Thompson said while accepting the Aldo Beckman Award for Overall Excellence in White House Coverage, for his work on Biden. This came a minute or so after Thompson mentioned that Original Sin was "available for preorder right now" (proving, as always, that if shamelessness is not the "original sin" of book promotion, it's definitely in the top three.) He added that "being truth tellers also means telling the truth about ourselves" and that "we should have done better."

I should note that everything Thompson said was true, if somewhat obvious, and also that Biden and his aides and family members--the cover-uppers--deserve a history's worth of blame for this episode. But here's the deal, as the former president might say (presumably between the hours of 10 a.m. and 4 p.m., his peak mental-acuity time): Politicians and their spinmeisters are not always on the level. No one would be "shaken to their core" by this statement. Just as scores of Republicans in Washington have been privately horrified over the years by Trump's conduct while they've smothered him in rhetorical smooches on the record, Democrats confidentially expressed near-unanimous awareness of Biden's feeble state, but claimed the exact opposite in front of cameras and microphones.

Here's the deal, part two: The overriding objective of any White House is to make the principal look as good as possible. This is done through basic flackery, gobbledygook, selective disclosure, and rampant omission. We should not expect aides or congressional allies to run out and announce to the nation that the president--any president--seemed really out to lunch at his economic briefing, or was hurling ketchup against the wall, or was messing around with an intern.

Benjamin Mazer: The MAHA crowd is already questioning Biden's cancer diagnosis

Yes, it's a cynical business, politics, but here is why I think that the "cover-up" of Biden's "true condition" is beside the point--and why I'm not really vibing with the umbrage-mongering: It's pretty much impossible to "cover up" for something that is hiding in plain sight. Democrats could trot out as many White House officials as they wanted to claim I was with the president just this morning, and he was sharp as a tack and running circles around staffers less than half his age. But whenever Biden was allowed to go out in public--a rarity, which itself was a red flag--the public's preexisting consensus about his infirmity was only reinforced. Biden was in no position to keep doing his job given his condition, which had been evident for years to most people paying even casual attention. Observable facts, people: They can be a real pain to cover up.

In the spirit of full--and, yes, shameless--disclosure, I am obligated to inform readers that I have been observing these facts in my coverage for years. (Without me, the American public might never have caught on that Biden is old!) In June 2022, I wrote an article for The Atlantic headlined "Why Biden Shouldn't Run in 2024." It began, "Let me put this bluntly: Joe Biden should not run for reelection in 2024. He is too old." You get the gist. I am a brave and courageous truth teller.

Although Tapper and Thompson interviewed approximately 200 people, I spoke with fewer than a dozen for that story, relying mostly on my own two eyes and a few obvious data points, such as the fact that Biden would be 82 on Inauguration Day 2025 and 86 at the end of his hypothetical second term. "He just seems old," one senior administration official told me at the time. Over the next two years, I contributed periodic entries to the "Biden is too old" canon. One story called for some Democrat, or several Democrats, to primary him; another was about how he seemed destined to become a presidential version--a far more calamitous version--of Ruth Bader Ginsburg. I wrote a "Time to Go, Joe" article in the hours after Biden's debate face-plant last June and another headlined "C'mon, Man" nearly two weeks later, when Joe had still not gone.

Yes, a lot of White House and Democratic operatives were upset with me at the time. Early on, they insisted that I was wrong (I was with him just this morning), ageist, unfair, and uninformed. As time went on, several people in Biden world accused me of being obsessed with the president's age and "beating a dead horse." As it turned out, I had barely laid a hand on the horse, given the pulverizing in store for Biden after his debate debacle--which was when he effectively sent his own legacy to the glue factory.

The Biden age story will surely persist. In a recent review of Original Sin, my colleague Tyler Austin Harper praised the authors, correctly, for "describing a gruesome political car crash in dispassionate, clinical detail." He also called it "the latest and most significant book to date about Biden's cognitive decline." I found two of Harper's words to be quite ominous: to date.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/05/biden-aging-cancer-election/682849/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Congressman Who Saw the Truth About Biden

While many Democrats remained in denial, Mike Quigley perceived something painfully familiar.

by Jake Tapper, Alex Thompson




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


Midway through President Joe Biden's four-day trip to Ireland in April 2023, Representative Mike Quigley of Illinois realized whom the president reminded him of and why.

The proudly Irish president was in great spirits, energized by the crowds. In Ballina, he delivered a speech to one of the biggest audiences of his political career. Standing in front of Saint Muredach's Cathedral, the president recalled that 27,000 of the bricks used in its construction were provided in 1828 by his great-great-great-grandfather, Edward Blewitt, for PS21 and 12 shillings.

"I was able to hold one of them in my hand today," the president said. "They're damn heavy." The crowd laughed.

It was a homecoming in many ways. The president had brought with him his sister, Valerie, and son Hunter. They went to see a memorial plaque to Beau Biden at the Mayo Roscommon Hospice. One of the priests at the Knock Shrine turned out to have given Beau last rites in 2015, a revelation that brought the president to tears. In a speech to the joint houses of the Irish Parliament, the president said it was Beau who "should be the one standing here giving this speech to you."

Read: Biden the sinner

In Dublin on Thursday, April 13, Biden was welcomed to Aras an Uachtarain, the official residence of the president of Ireland. The busy schedule included a tree-planting ceremony, a ringing of the Peace Bell, and an honor guard presenting arms.

At one point, the room Biden was in emptied out and fewer than a dozen people were left--including Quigley and his friend Brian Higgins, then a congressman representing New York. Hunter took advantage of the lull to impress upon his father the need to rest.

"You promised you wouldn't do this," Hunter said. "You promised you'd take a nap. You know you can't handle all this."

The president waved off his son and walked over to the bar in the back of the room, where a lone woman was working. She served him a soft drink. He seemed utterly sapped and not quite there.

And that was when Quigley realized why the scene felt so familiar: The president's behavior reminded him of his father's in his final years; he had died of Parkinson's in 2019, at the age of 92.

Some Democrats, perhaps chief among them the former president himself, still deny that his very real deterioration happened. On The View earlier this month, the co-host Alyssa Farah Griffin, referring primarily to our forthcoming book, Original Sin: President Biden's Decline, Its Cover-Up, and His Disastrous Choice to Run Again, asked the former president about the "Democratic sources" who "claim in your final year, there was a dramatic decline in your cognitive abilities. What is your response to these allegations, and are these sources wrong?"

"They are wrong. There's nothing to sustain that," Biden said.

For our book, we spoke with more than 200 people, overwhelmingly Democrats, many of whom worked passionately to pass Biden's agenda. They included Cabinet secretaries, administration officials, and members of Congress.

Almost all of them would talk with us only after the election, and they told their stories in sadness and good faith.

People such as Mike Quigley.

Quigley's father, Bill, was abandoned as an infant at an Indiana orphanage, then adopted by a World War I veteran and his wife. The application form asked what gender child they preferred to adopt. "Any child we can love," they wrote. Bill took his dad's name and, when he was old enough, worked with him on farms as a handyman. Drafted into the Army during the Korean War, Bill became a member of the Signal Corps, learning skills that would get him a postwar job at AT&T for 35 years. Bill never finished college, but he worked hard and built a loving middle-class life for his family. He was his son Mike's hero.


This article has been adapted from Jake Tapper and Alex Thompson's forthcoming book, Original Sin: President Biden's Decline, Its Cover-Up, and His Disastrous Choice to Run Again.



Bill's last years were tough. Parkinson's is a brutal disease. Because he lived in a small town, his problems were initially misdiagnosed, but the deterioration was unmistakable, and it was difficult on the entire family. When everyone showed up at family functions, Bill would get an adrenaline boost. When the high wore off, though, it was akin to witnessing all the air empty from a balloon. For Mike, watching his father deflated and drained was heartbreaking.

From the January/February 2020 issue: What Joe Biden can't bring himself to say

And as he watched Biden during that April 2023 trip, Mike Quigley thought it all looked very familiar. The president hadn't yet officially announced that he was running for reelection, though it was expected. How can he do this? Quigley asked himself.

The president gained strength from the adoring Irish crowds. And away from them, he seemed as if all the life had left him.

Biden, Quigley thought to himself, needed to go to bed for the rest of the day and night. He wasn't merely physically frail; he had lost almost all of his energy. His speech behind the scenes was breathless, soft, weak. There was so much about the president on this trip that reminded Quigley of his dad.

Quigley told Brian Higgins how much the president's symptoms seemed Parkinsonian. But Higgins had his own frame of reference. He had lost his father to Alzheimer's and thought he was noticing something familiar in the president's shuffling.

"A diagnosis is nothing more than pattern recognition," Higgins would later tell us. "When people see that stuff, it conjures up a view that there's something going on neurologically."

Helen Lewis: Biden's age is now unavoidable

The president's deterioration became pronounced in 2023, the year of the Ireland trip.

Quietly, Democratic officials were beginning to wonder whether the president was in cognitive decline--"which was evident to most people that watched him," Higgins said.

After all, the fate of the nation depended on Biden's ability to mount a strong reelection campaign.

On the floor of the House and in caucus meetings throughout 2023 and early 2024, House Democrats who had witnessed such moments--although only a few, because access to Biden was so limited--talked about what they'd seen and what they could do.

Quigley wondered why the White House physician didn't pursue a diagnosis to see what was wrong with the president--but, he figured, perhaps Biden's staff simply didn't want to know.

He also felt as if he had no good options. He could talk about what he'd seen, he could lament it, but he and other Democrats asked one another: What the hell could they actually achieve? At the end of the day, all they would likely accomplish would be angering the president.

In 2023, with Donald Trump facing fierce legal headwinds and strong GOP challengers--Nikki Haley, Ron DeSantis--some Democrats' concerns about Biden's decline were tempered by their erroneous belief that Trump couldn't win, which lowered the stakes.

The consensus among these Democrats was that going public with their concerns would serve only to get them in a lot of trouble. Biden was going to be the nominee--no one serious was challenging him in the primaries--so why would they want to draw attention to his decline?

Their concerns about Biden were not the stuff of right-wing conspiracists. They were worried because people they loved had fallen victim to some of the cruelties that time delivers. And frankly, they were late to the realization. The American people had been expressing serious concerns about Biden's abilities, because of his age, for years.

Concerns over the age of presidential hopefuls weren't even specific to Biden.

In 1991, the Democratic vice-presidential nominee from the previous election, Senator Lloyd Bentsen of Texas, hired a young pollster named Geoff Garin to secretly explore the prospect of Bentsen running for president the next year.

Garin ran the numbers and came back to the Texan with bad news: Voters thought that the senator, at age 70, was simply too old.

More than 30 years later, Garin did polling for Biden and saw much the same result. In a way, the argument was irrefutable. The American people might have been confused about tariffs, unsure of how to tackle the deficit, and uncertain how to handle the challenges of the migrant crisis, but they understood what aging does. They had seen their grandparents and parents go through it. And they did not want a president navigating those challenges.

In October 2022, one of us, Jake, got a chance to interview Biden, his last such opportunity. Biden was not the man Jake had interviewed in September 2020--he was slower and stiffer, his voice thinner--but his responses were razor-sharp compared with his performance at the June 27, 2024, debate that Jake co-moderated with Dana Bash on CNN.

In that October interview, after noting that Biden was about to turn 80, Jake said that whenever anyone raised concerns about his age, Biden would always say, "Watch me." But voters had been watching him--and one poll showed that almost two-thirds of Democratic voters wanted a new nominee, mainly because of Biden's age.

Read: How Biden destroyed his legacy

"Well, they're concerned about whether or not I'd get anything done," Biden said. "Look what I've gotten done. Name me a president, in recent history, who's gotten as much done as I have in the first two years. Not a joke. You may not like what I got done. But the vast majority of the American people do like what I got done."

That wasn't particularly true--more than two-thirds of the country thought the nation was on the wrong track, and Biden's approval rating was underwater--and it was also not the question Jake had asked. The president and his inner circle had assessed his age as a political liability, but they hadn't stopped to consider the question of his actual ability. They sought to hide the fact that vigor was a commodity in scarce supply.

The president and his team were delighted by his lively performance at the 2024 State of the Union. Afterward, when Biden came down onto the floor of the House of Representatives, he was swarmed by adoring Democrats.

Quigley hadn't been so close to Biden since they were in Dublin almost a year before. He put his hand on the president's back. He could feel his ribs, and his spine. It seemed weird to consider, but it made him think of what it would be like to touch the aged, feeble Mr. Burns from The Simpsons. The president's voice was soft and breathy. His eyes darted from side to side. Quigley was again disconcertingly reminded of his late father.

The president's disastrous debate performance a few months later was not a tremendous surprise to Quigley.

"We have to be honest with ourselves that it wasn't just a horrible night," Quigley told CNN's Kasie Hunt on July 2. A few days later, he became one of the first Democratic officials to call for the president to step down from the ticket. He was reminded of when he'd had to take the car keys from his mother, who was losing her vision.

The response was predictable. "What the fuck are you doing?" one colleague asked him. "It's too late!" said another.

Then-Representative Dean Phillips of Minnesota had tried to sound the alarm about all this in 2022, vainly attempting to recruit midwestern governors to challenge the incumbent president in the primaries before ultimately launching his own campaign. Drawing attention to the president's declining acuity was pretty much his only issue. The party apparatus circled around the president like the Praetorian Guard, shielding him from debates and trying to keep Phillips off ballots. Given his lack of traction in polls, Phillips soon disappeared. When Special Counsel Robert Hur, who had been investigating Biden for improperly possessing and sharing classified materials, tried to discuss the president's memory and presentation when explaining his decision not to prosecute, the Democratic Party and White House painted him as a right-wing hack. Journalists who raised the issue were viciously attacked by lawmakers and besmirched on social media.

Quigley experienced some of the same treatment.

"If you bring this up publicly, you're just going to hurt him," one representative told him.

"What difference does it make?" said another. "He's the candidate no matter what, so everyone should shut up."

"You're a traitor!" a fellow member of the Illinois delegation told Quigley after he went public. "It's ageism. You're going to make us lose!"

This past March, town halls for both Democratic and Republican elected officials were so packed with angry constituents that some members of Congress opted instead for virtual meetings that were easier to control, or skipped them entirely. Quigley relished chatting with Chicago communities, despite getting earfuls of complaints. He'd been doing it for 47 years, first as an aide to an alderman and then serving on the Cook County Board of Commissioners before his election to the House.

But this spring, the vitriol aimed at Senate Democratic Leader Chuck Schumer and Illinois's own Senator Dick Durbin has been over-the-top. Quigley has never seen anything like it.

"They go back to the original sin," Quigley said, explaining their anger at Biden's decision to run for a second term. "They perceive that he was selfish. He couldn't see that he couldn't win."

People appreciated that Quigley was one of the first Democratic officials to publicly call for Biden to step aside. "But it was too late," one activist told him. She was angry at the party's leadership, but most of all, at Biden. "They couldn't let their egos get out of the way," she said. "He saved our democracy and then he doomed it again."

Quigley sensed that Democrats were going to be mad for a long time about the refusal of Biden and those around him to acknowledge what was happening to him.

What's more, Quigley knew they were right.



This article has been adapted from Jake Tapper and Alex Thompson's forthcoming book, Original Sin: President Biden's Decline, Its Cover-Up, and His Disastrous Choice to Run Again.
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When William F. Buckley Jr. Met James Baldwin

In 1965, the two intellectual giants squared off in a debate at Cambridge. It didn't go quite as Buckley hoped.

by Sam Tanenhaus




In February 1965, three months after Barry Goldwater had been trounced by Lyndon B. Johnson in the presidential election, one of the Republican candidate's most forceful advocates, William F. Buckley Jr., had an important event on his calendar. Taking a break from his annual ski vacation in Switzerland with his wife, Pat, he made his way to England for a debate at the Cambridge Union with one of the most celebrated writers alive, the novelist, memoirist, critic, and essayist James Baldwin. Buckley had been paying attention to Baldwin. He had read and admired his novel Another Country, which subtly explored complex gay and racial themes. But he disliked Baldwin's journalism and his profuse commentary on race. Baldwin, he had written, "celebrates his bitterness against the white community mostly in journals of the far political left," which suggested complicity--or was it cowardice?--on the part of guilt-ridden white editors.

Baldwin's presence in England was itself an event. He was there to promote the paperback edition of Another Country and to discuss a screenplay with a filmmaker. He also made himself available to journalists and students. And there was the debate with Buckley at the Cambridge Union--a debate on the subject of race in America.

Baldwin's numerous venues were not, as it happened, limited to those of the left. His arguments, moreover, were original and unorthodox, and at times even paralleled Buckley's own. Baldwin, too, was skeptical of liberal programs and the meliorist principles they rested on. When he observed that the "mountain of sociological investigations, committee reports, and plans for recreational centers have failed to change the face of Harlem," a conservative could agree.

The difference came in the conclusions Baldwin drew. The true lessons of race in America, he argued, began in what had been revealed about its white population. "The interracial drama acted out on the American continent has not only created a new black man," he wrote as early as 1953; "it has created a new white man, too." This was a year before the Supreme Court's decision in Brown v. Board of Education outlawing segregation in public schools, and two years before the Montgomery bus boycott. Yet Baldwin understood that the white monopoly on racial discourse was already weakening. What that new white man seemed unable to understand, much less accept, was that "this world is white no longer, and it will never be white again."

It would never be so, because "white power has been broken," Baldwin had said in a debate with Malcolm X in 1961. "And this means, among other things, that it is no longer possible for an Englishman to describe an African and make the African believe it. It's no longer possible for a white man in this country to tell a Negro who he is, and make the Negro believe this."

In the 1964 election, Johnson, the incumbent, had tagged Goldwater as an extremist, and had coasted to one of the most overwhelming victories in history, winning 44 states and the District of Columbia. And the extremist charge had a sound basis. Goldwater had been one of only six Republicans to vote against the landmark Civil Rights Act when the Senate passed it in June 1964. At the GOP's nominating convention in San Francisco a month later, a desperate attempt by New York Governor Nelson Rockefeller to add an anti-extremism plank to the party platform had been thunderously rejected. Five of the six states that Goldwater won in November--all but his own Arizona--were in the Deep South. The journalist Robert Novak observed that Goldwater and his allies had completed their makeover of the GOP into "the White Man's Party."

Buckley was the right's undisputed intellectual leader, who as a speaker, a columnist, and an author made his case with remarkable fluency and wit.

And a primary shaper of that new party was Bill Buckley. In the pages of National Review, the political fortnightly he had founded in 1955 and still edited, he and his colleagues continued to support segregation in the South, a decade after the Supreme Court's ruling in Brown. In his writing, he referred to the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. and others in the civil-rights movement as lawbreakers and agitators.

Buckley had become, at age 39, the right's undisputed intellectual leader, who as a speaker, a columnist, and an author made his case with remarkable fluency and wit. Goldwater "has near him at least one man who can think," the novelist and Syracuse University professor George P. Elliott had warned. Commenting on an address Buckley had given to a college audience, Elliott judged him "an all-or-none theocratic zealot of the most dangerous kind," partly because "his criticism of the faults of the liberal rulers of the nation was incisive and accurate; his forensic power and control were by far the greatest I have heard in an American speaker." Now, as Republican strategists struggled to move forward, Buckley's forensic talents were among the few assets they could count on.

For years, Buckley had wanted to debate Baldwin. He was all the more eager to do so after the publication of Baldwin's polemic The Fire Next Time, in 1963. With this small, powerful book, Baldwin became a different writer: no longer a witness to racial injustice but a prophet of racial reckoning.

Read: The famous Baldwin-Buckley debate still matters today

Most of the book had been first published as a long article in The New Yorker in November 1962, and Buckley had read it during his preparation for a two-week visit to South Africa and Mozambique as a guest of their respective governments. Buckley was especially impressed by South Africa's prime minister, Hendrik Verwoerd, the principal creator of apartheid in 1948. To Buckley, apartheid--literally racial "separatehood" in Afrikaans--was more than defensible. It was a kind of ideal system in a caste-divided society, what Jim Crow might have become if only its architects had been more systematic in their thinking and had embraced the concept of fully developed separate nations, Black and white.

Despite Verwoerd's valiant efforts, Buckley reported in National Review, South Africa was beset with peril. The threat came from the "beady eyes of the Communist propaganda machine," which was cynically stirring the embers of "black racism." In Buckley's view, this left Verwoerd only one sensible option: cracking down on dissidents. For "in such an eutectic situation it is necessary to maintain very firm control. Relentless vigilance" and "relentless order" were required "because the eudaemonic era has not yet come to Africa." Eutectic, eudaemonic : Buckley had a weakness for arcane words, which he deployed as weapons. The more fragile his argument, the more syllables he used: "preemptive obfuscations," as one of his proteges, the novelist and critic John Leonard, called them. But in this instance, the tongue twisters could not obscure raw facts; 70 percent of South Africa's population was Black, and eventually that majority would assert itself and challenge white dominance--just what was happening in the American South.

Baldwin also had things to say about South Africa and Verwoerd. The Fire Next Time included a bold assertion about the origins of radical evil over the past two millennia. "Whatever white people do not know about Negroes reveals, precisely and inexorably, what they do not know about themselves," Baldwin wrote.

White Christians have also forgotten several elementary historical details. They have forgotten that the religion that is now identified with their virtue and their power--"God is on our side," says Dr. Verwoerd--came out of a rocky piece of ground in what is now known as the Middle East before color was invented, and that in order for the Christian church to be established, Christ had to be put to death, by Rome, and that the real architect of the Christian church was not the disreputable, sun-baked Hebrew who gave it his name but the mercilessly fanatical and self-righteous St. Paul.


Baldwin did not pause to analyze. He did not allow the emotion to cool. He saw in Paul a zealous convert and proselytizer, and he also saw the intolerance, extremism, prejudice, and persecution that would come in the name of faith. The Christian world, he wrote, "has revealed itself as morally bankrupt and politically unstable." With the Church's long history of anti-Semitism in the background, he stated bluntly: "The fact of the Third Reich alone makes obsolete forever any question of Christian superiority." The Holocaust--the most radical instance of modern evil--was thus not truly surprising to him and other Black Americans. Just as Christians had monstrously mistreated Jews, so "white men in America do not behave toward black men the way they behave toward each other. When a white man faces a black man, especially if the black man is helpless, terrible things are revealed."

Buckley had been affronted by the line Baldwin drew from Saint Paul to the gas chambers. But he was also well aware that Baldwin was steeped in Church history and teaching, and knew scripture far better than Buckley himself. The stepson of a Pentecostal minister, Baldwin had been a teenage preacher before abandoning what his book called "the church racket"--the phrase all but calculated to stir the wellspring of Buckley rage. Nothing defined Buckley so fully as his Catholicism. He had been raised in the Church and as a teenager had talked of joining the priesthood. As recently as 1961, he had told an admirer, "If I am ever persuaded that my attachment to conservatism gets in the way of my attachment to the Catholic Church, I shall promptly forsake the former." At the same time, Buckley knew how deft Baldwin's glancing reference to Verwoerd had been. During the Second World War, Verwoerd had been enthusiastic in his support for Nazi Germany, and openly anti-Semitic.

But Buckley was, among many other things, a first-rate editor. He recognized that Baldwin had written a major statement and must be met on his own ground. One National Review contributor had the intellectual and literary gifts to do it, a young critic whom Buckley esteemed above all others--Garry Wills.

In 1958, when Wills had applied to Harvard's Ph.D. program in classics after a summer working at NR, Buckley had written a recommendation saying, "There simply is no doubt in my mind that twenty-five years hence he will be conceded one of the nation's top critics and literary craftsmen." (Wills had gone instead to Yale, which offered a better fellowship.) He was now teaching at Johns Hopkins and writing prolifically for NR. He could handle almost any subject--history, literature, philosophy, politics, religion. Better still, he had spent six years preparing for the priesthood, as a Jesuit, before being released from his vows so he could enjoy a secular life of marriage and family and pursue a literary career. Up to now, Wills had written very little on race, but what he had written was less ideological than most other NR commentary on the subject. Wills made no defense of segregation and was dismissive (like Buckley) of white racists who argued for their own biological superiority.

From the July 2002 issue: The loyal Catholic

What Buckley did not know was how formative race had been for Wills. He had grown up in the Midwest, but his family came from the South and were typical white southerners of the time. Once, "on a family visit to Louisville," Wills later recalled, "my grandmother took me to Sunday Mass and a Black priest came out from the sacristy. My grandmother snatched me by the hand and hauled me outside. When I asked her why, she--who would never go without Mass on Sunday--said she could not stand to see a 'nigger' at the altar. I observed that she had Black women help her bake loaves of bread for sale in her kitchen, but she answered: 'A nigger does not deserve the dignity of the priesthood.' "

At Wills's Jesuit seminary near St. Louis, his training included orderly service in a hospital. Most of the patients were Black. He and other seminarians "gave the men their baths, rubbed cream on to prevent bedsores, and washed the bodies of those who died." Wills's best friend in the seminary was Black and "told me of the obstacles the order had put in the way of his joining--he was bluntly told that Southerners in the novitiate would resent his presence."

This resistance was one reason, Wills believed, that meeting "the demands (even legitimate demands) of some" to outlaw segregation might "bend the permanent structure of our society permanently out of shape" and "sacrifice the peace of all of us." To that extent, Wills could sympathize with white southerners. But they must also respond humanely. This was the test being failed time and again.

The permanent structure of society was Baldwin's theme too, only he was making the opposite case: The structure itself was rotten and awaited the match that would set it ablaze. Here Wills was ready to meet Baldwin. Unlike Buckley, who read just enough of books he disliked to collect ammunition for disparaging them, Wills brought Jesuitical thoroughness and precision to his reading. He read not only The Fire Next Time, but just about everything else Baldwin had published, and he was overwhelmed by its artistry and power.

Wills had agonized over the assignment, he told Buckley in the winter of 1963. "But after tearing up many attempts at the thing, I send this off immediately, before I decide to tear it up." He still was afraid he had not risen to the task, because refuting Baldwin required "new arguments for civilization"--and, Wills confessed, "I don't know any." There were only the old arguments, and under the pressure of Baldwin's impassioned language, they seemed to wilt. "There is virtuosity, even a dark gaiety in his anger," Wills wrote in his article. Baldwin, he went on, had an "uncanny way of writing to a background music that somehow gets transmitted along with the words."

And his account of America's racial history was accurate. "We have been cruel to the Negro," Wills wrote. "We have, more than we know; more than we want to know." But Baldwin did not limit his attack to white America alone. He condemned the system of belief from which the entirety of Western civilization arose. "He does not attack us for not living up to our ideals, for lapsing, for sinning, for being bad Christians," Wills went on. "He says we do not have any ideals: we do not believe in any of the things our religion, our civilization, our country stand for. It is all an elaborate lie whose sole and original function is to fortify privilege."

Baldwin's sweeping denunciation ignored the saving virtues of the Western tradition--its humanism, its ideas of justice and human dignity, its embrace of charity as a defining principle--the same ideals that informed his own writing. Yet reviewers seemed uninterested in pointing out this rather obvious omission. Why? This was the question Wills's essay asked and tried to answer. What looked like sympathy for Baldwin, he concluded, was in reality a condescending refusal to take him seriously--arrant hypocrisy that Baldwin himself exposed by "attacking all our so-called beliefs, then standing back and observing that no one defends them. In fact, everyone rushes to defend him."

Instead, Wills wrote,

somebody should take Baldwin's charges seriously enough to ask, not whether they are moving, or beautiful, or important, or sincerely meant--they are obviously all these, and there has been enough repetition of the obvious--but whether they are true.


In depicting white evil in absolute terms, Wills believed, Baldwin foreclosed the possibility of redemption--this despite an evident history of moral growth and improvement. Wills acknowledged the discomfort of defending the existence and importance of ideals so brutally violated by the race to which one belonged, but insisted on its necessity. "We must have the courage to defend the ideals we have, perhaps, not lived up to, but only known to be true. It takes a special courage to bear witness in this way; to be wrong, yet defend what was right; to be what one is, yet continue to fight for what one should have been; to oppose a better man than oneself in the service of a better creed than his."

From the July/August 2009 issue: Garry Wills on the daredevil Willam F. Buckley

Nothing like this had ever been published in National Review. Even as Wills disagreed with Baldwin, he ceded him high authority as an artist and praised in exalted terms what the magazine's chief political theorist, James Burnham, in his book Suicide of the West, was soon to call "the abusive writings of a disoriented Negro homosexual." Another respected NR elder--its books editor Frank Meyer, Wills's mentor at the magazine--pleaded with Buckley not to publish the essay. But Buckley was captivated. What Wills had written was quite possibly National Review's "finest hour," he later said.

Overruling Meyer, Buckley edited the essay himself; printed it at eight full pages under the title Wills had chosen, "What Color Is God?"; and made it the cover story. It appeared in May 1963 just after the historic civil-rights protest in Birmingham, Alabama. Americans watched televised footage of firefighters as they aimed fire hoses at children who were then slammed to the pavement, the pressure of the hoses turned so high, The New York Times reported, that the spray "skinned bark off trees."

At the time, Buckley also efficiently drew on Wills's argument in his own writing about Baldwin. One column restated the argument so closely that it "suggests some interesting reflections on your conception of editing and/or plagiarism," Wills protested. But Buckley also honed Wills's nuanced words into the sharp blade of accusation. The Fire Next Time, Buckley wrote, was a violently racist tract--"A Call to Lynch the White God."

None of this deterred Baldwin from agreeing to debate Buckley in early 1965. "It will be a tough one," Buckley wrote to a friend. And he had made it no easier by taunting Baldwin in a column only weeks beforehand, calling him the "Number-1 America-hater."

Buckley had no idea what to expect from the audience he would face at the Cambridge Union. For a recent debate on the Labour Party's "hypocritical attitude on immigration," one Labour member of Parliament after another declined to come. The union had held the event anyway, and 200 demonstrators had marched through campus, many carrying banners and placards saying the Conservative speaker was a racist. Forty police officers had been brought in to protect him. American civil-rights leaders, by contrast, had been warmly received in England. In December, when King, en route to Oslo to receive the Nobel Peace Prize, had stopped over in London to give a sermon at St. Paul's Cathedral--"the first non-Anglican ever allowed in the pulpit" there, according to King's biographer Taylor Branch--some 4,000 people had turned out to hear him, more than the great church could seat.

Cambridge Union debates were held in the evening, preceded by a dinner, with the student leaders as hosts and the invited guests seated on either side of the union's president. Not this time. Baldwin had instead requested to be seated as far as possible from Buckley. He wanted no pre-debate pleasantries. Buckley respected this. He also disliked forced geniality with strong adversaries; it made going after them harder.

Baldwin's words were as much sermon as argument. The audience was stunned into silence. Hardly anyone stirred. When Baldwin finished, after almost half an hour, the ovation lasted a full minute.

The union hall that night--Thursday, February 18--was filled to capacity and beyond. "By eight o'clock, the hall was so jam-packed with students that officials had to set up crash barriers," the political scientist Nicholas Buccola writes in his 2019 account of the debate, The Fire Is Upon Us. All the benches were taken, and many students sat on the floor. Buckley and Baldwin had to pick their way past them as they were led to the long table at the front of the room. Buckley had two British companions with him--his close friend, the journalist and historian Alistair Horne, and the film star James Mason, who sat high above in the gallery. Baldwin's small entourage sat there too. Hundreds more viewers gathered in nearby rooms with TV screens, making the total audience about 1,000.

The BBC had sent a crew for a broadcast. "I don't think I've ever seen the union so well attended," said the Tory MP Norman St. John-Stevas, who was there as the station's commentator. To a home audience that had never heard of William F. Buckley, St. John-Stevas explained that he was "very well known as a conservative in the United States," smiling as he added, "I must stress, a conservative in the American sense"--closer, in British terms, to a Manchester-school classical liberal--and "one of the early supporters of Senator Goldwater."

The topic of the debate called to mind an especially provocative sentence in The Fire Next Time : "The Negroes of this country may never be able to rise to power," Baldwin had written, "but they are very well placed indeed to precipitate chaos and ring down the curtain on the American dream." The motion put up for debate was this: "The American dream is at the expense of the American Negro." The phrase American dream was one that Buckley seldom, if ever, used except ironically, but he would now be forced to defend it.

Baldwin began by saying that, in terms of the Black experience, American dream was an all but meaningless expression. "Let me put it this way," he said in what became the most famous words spoken that evening:

From a very literal point of view, the harbors and the ports, and the railroads of the country--the economy, especially of the southern states, could not conceivably be what it has become if they had not had, and do not still have, indeed and for so long, for many generations, cheap labor. I am stating very seriously, and this is not an overstatement, that I picked the cotton, and I carried it to the market, and I built the railroads under someone else's whip for nothing, for nothing.


The custom at Cambridge Union debates was for audience members to address questions to the speaker, even interrupting to demand a reply. But Baldwin's words were as much sermon as argument--"a highly refined version of soapbox speech," one of Baldwin's biographers later wrote--even as his description of the capitalist uses of slavery was grounded in historical fact. In 1965, structural racism was a new idea, certainly for this audience, which had been stunned into silence. Hardly anyone stirred. When Baldwin finished, after almost half an hour, the ovation lasted a full minute. "The whole of the union standing and applauding this magnificent speech of James Baldwin," St. John-Stevas excitedly told the BBC audience. "Never seen this happen before."

All the while, Buckley had been sitting by, writing notes on his yellow pad, thinking, as he later recalled, "Boy, tonight is a lost cause." For years to come, he would maintain that the debate had contrasted his exercise in high logic with Baldwin's emotionalism. But many present that day thought otherwise. Baldwin had been careful not to say a word about Buckley, not even to utter his name. He had stood at the podium and spoken as if in a kind of reverie. But Buckley, when his turn came, "stalked the center debating table like a panther," The New York Times reported. "He began in a low monotone, almost a snarl."

From the April 1968 issue: What makes Bill Buckley run

And the snarling words were distinctly ad hominem, a direct attack on Baldwin himself and the hypocrisy of his admirers. Baldwin's writings constituted a bitter catalog of American sins, yet no one challenged him. Instead he was "treated from coast to coast in the United States with a kind of unctuous servitude, which, in point of fact, goes beyond anything that was ever expected from the most servile Negro creature by a southern family."

Baldwin's indictment of America was so sweeping, Buckley continued, that it deserved to be met head-on, which meant granting him no special favors. Baldwin could not be engaged squarely in debate

unless one is prepared to deal with him as a white man. Unless one is prepared to say to him, "The fact that your skin is black is utterly irrelevant to the arguments that you raise." The fact that you sit here, as is your rhetorical device, and lay the entire weight of the Negro ordeal on your own shoulders is irrelevant to the argument that we are here to discuss.


But it was Buckley who seemed disconnected from the larger context. Wills was soon to denounce (in his new column in the National Catholic Reporter) "the savage policemen of Mississippi and Alabama" who had been brutalizing people seeking only their constitutional right to vote. Buckley simply reverted to the two-year-old argument from "What Color Is God?," which he repeated almost verbatim. "The gravamen of Mr. Baldwin's charges against America," Buckley said, is "not so much that our civilization has failed him and his people, that our ideals are insufficient, but that we have no ideals." Baldwin had written this in The Fire Next Time and asserted it again in the union, only "he didn't, in writing that book, speak with the British accents that he used exclusively tonight."

Up to that moment, Baldwin had been almost impassive as Buckley spoke. The BBC camera now captured his look of angry surprise. There was nothing "British" in Baldwin's accents. He was a practiced and polished speaker, who had gone before many audiences and spoken exactly as he had on this occasion, in elevated tones steeped, like his prose, in the vocabulary and cadences of the King James Bible. Buckley had insinuated that it was a kind of minstrel performance worked up for this British audience. Murmurs of disapproval and loud hissing rose in the hall.

Buckley, always attentive to his audiences and their responses, realized he had erred. He tried to recover. He took this debate seriously. He took all debates seriously, often writing out his major statement in advance. Tonight, as always, he had a case to make. He rightly pointed to the logical error, the "soritic" leap, by which Baldwin connected the "fanatic" teachings of Paul to the genocide at Dachau. He accurately remarked that other countries had histories of persecution no better than America's.

But other realities seemed lost on him. When he acknowledged "those psychic humiliations which I join Mr. Baldwin in believing are the worst aspects of discrimination," he cited an incident in The Fire Next Time, when the 13-year-old Baldwin had been walking along Fifth Avenue on his way to the public library, and a policeman had said, "Why don't you niggers stay uptown where you belong?" But Buckley said nothing about Baldwin's recollection of having been accosted at age 10 by two white police officers, who "amused themselves with me by frisking me, making comic (and terrifying) speculations concerning my ancestry and probable sexual prowess, and for good measure, leaving me flat on my back in one of Harlem's empty lots." Flat on his back. This wasn't merely psychic humiliation; it was physical intimidation and threat. "I have been carried into precinct basements often enough," Baldwin wrote,

and I have seen and heard and endured the secrets of desperate white men and women, which they knew were safe with me, because even if I should speak, no one would believe me. And they would not believe me precisely because they would know that what I said was true.


Those secrets were the secrets of violence committed with impunity. Even now, Buckley seemed unable to grasp this reality of America's racial history--very much alive in the winter of 1965. On the same day that Buckley and Baldwin met in debate, voting-rights demonstrators who'd assembled peacefully in a downtown square in Marion, Alabama, had been sadistically beaten by state troopers. The victims included a Black minister whose skull had been cracked as he knelt in prayer. The police had also attacked an 82-year-old man and his 50-year-old daughter. Both had been hospitalized. When a third member of the family had leaped at the officer beating his mother, the officer had shot him in the stomach. (He died eight days later.) These were the facts putting the promise of the American dream to the test.

When the debate ballots were counted, the motion carried 544 to 164, a lopsided defeat for Buckley. "Baldwin worsted Bill," Buckley's friend Alistair Horne recalled in 2013. "He was electric, so wonderfully articulate, and--this is what I think shook Bill--so highly entertaining."

This last would have stung most of all. Buckley had been not just outdebated but outperformed. Soon after, Buckley opened The New York Times and saw almost the entire transcript of the debate printed without permission in the newspaper's magazine. The two combatants now found common cause. Baldwin's lawyer let Buckley know so both could lodge a protest. Playboy had reportedly offered Baldwin as much as $10,000 to publish his remarks. Eventually he and Buckley received token payments of $400 each. The Times article appeared in print on March 7, the day of the voting-rights march from Selma to Montgomery, Bloody Sunday.

The Cambridge fiasco might have permanently damaged Buckley's reputation--except there was a second debate with Baldwin, under very different conditions. It happened in New York in late May 1965 on Open End, a talk show moderated by the TV personality and producer David Susskind. The subject was police brutality in big cities. In the South, the violence was plain for all to see--the beatings and killings of people seeking the right to vote. But in the North, the issue was more complex, especially in places such as New York, where rising crime was inextricably bound up with the emergence of white "backlash politics."

Open End 's format was more favorable to Buckley than the formal Cambridge proceedings had been. The three men were seated and went back and forth for nearly two hours. One columnist described Buckley this time as "cool, detached, confident," and in command as he warned that the talented Baldwin was also "destructive and sullen," and on a course that would ultimately harm Black people. "The best fight in town," the columnist wrote. Less than two weeks later, Buckley called a press conference and confirmed the rumor that had been building for weeks: The "one man who can think" in the conservative movement declared himself a candidate for mayor of New York City.

Buckley lost the election, but it made him a household name--and fed an ambition to reach a broader audience and become a facilitator of discussion rather than a mere combatant. He launched his own TV debate program, Firing Line, in 1966; the guests eventually included the Black Panthers Eldridge Cleaver and Huey P. Newton. "Amazingly, a PBS public affairs program designed to convert Americans to conservatism," the media historian Heather Hendershot later wrote, was broadcasting "some of the most comprehensive representations of Black Power" of that era. National Review had praised Malcolm X's doctrine of self-reliance, and Buckley's own enthusiasm for "black capitalism" was one reason the National Urban League invited him to join a group of other journalists it sent on a tour of eight cities in 1969. Buckley was impressed by the leaders he met, in particular by a young Chicago organizer, Jesse Jackson. The next year Buckley, who came to see The Fire Next Time as a "spectacular essay," wrote an article for Look magazine titled, "Why We Need a Black President in 1980." He knew that it would happen eventually and almost lived to see it. Buckley died at age 82 on February 27, 2008, three months before Barack Obama clinched the Democratic nomination.



This article was adapted from Sam Tanenhaus's new book, Buckley: The Life and the Revolution That Changed America. It appears in the June 2025 print edition with the headline "When Buckley Met Baldwin."
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Polling Was Quietly Still Bad in 2024

After nearly a decade of fine-tuning, the industry still hasn't figured out how to reach enough Donald Trump supporters.

by Marc Novicoff




Pollsters seemed to finally get it right in 2024. After years of bad misses, they said the presidential election would be close, and it was.

In fact, the industry did not solve its problems last year. In 2016, pollsters famously underestimated Donald Trump by about 3.2 points on average. In 2024, after eight years of introspection, they underestimated Trump by ... 2.9 points. Many of the most accurate pollsters last year were partisan Republican outfits; many of the least accurate were rigorous university polls run by political scientists.

Polls can't be perfect; after all, they come with a margin of error. But they should not be missing in the same direction over and over. And chances are the problem extends beyond election polling to opinion surveys more generally. When Trump dismisses his low approval ratings as "fake polls," he might just have a point.

For years, the media have been covering the travails of the polling industry, always with the premise that next time might be different. That premise is getting harder and harder to accept.

Polling used to be simple. You picked up the phone and dialed random digits. People answered their landline and answered your survey. Then, you published the results. In 2000, nearly every national pollster used this methodology, known as random-digit dialing, and their average error was about two points. In subsequent elections, they got even closer, and the error, small as it was, shifted from overestimating Bush in 2000 to underestimating him in 2004--a good sign that the error was random.

Then came the Great Polling Miss of 2016. National polls actually came pretty close to predicting the final popular-vote total, but at the state level, particularly in swing states, they missed badly, feeding into the narrative that Hillary Clinton's win was inevitable.

The 2016 miss was widely blamed on education polarization. College graduates preferred Clinton and were more likely to respond to polls. So, going forward, most pollsters began adjusting, or "weighting," their results to counteract the underrepresentation of non-college-educated voters. In 2018, the polls nailed the midterms, and pollsters rejoiced.

That reaction turned out to be premature. The 2020 election went even worse for the polling industry than 2016 had. On average, pollsters had underestimated Trump again, this time by four points. Joe Biden won, but by a much slimmer margin than had been predicted.

This sent pollsters searching for a solution yet again. If weighting by education didn't work, then there must be something specific about Trump voters--even Trump voters with a college degree--that made them less likely to answer a poll. So, many pollsters figured, the best way to solve this would be weighting by whether the respondent had previously voted for Trump, or identified as a Republican. This was a controversial move in polling circles. The proportion of the electorate that is Democratic or Republican, or Trump-voting, changes from election to election; that's why polls exist in the first place. Could such elaborate modeling turn polls into something more like predictions than surveys?

Gilad Edelman: The asterisk on Kamala Harris's poll numbers

"This is where some of the art and science get a little mixed up," Michael Bailey, a Georgetown professor who studies polling, told me. If you weight a sample to be 30 percent Republican, 30 percent Democrat, and 40 percent independent--because that's roughly how people self-identify when asked--you are making an assumption about how the three groups will behave, not merely matching a poll to population demographics such as age, gender, and education.

These assumptions vary from pollster to pollster, often reflecting their unconscious biases. And for most pollsters, these biases seem to point in the same direction: underestimating Trump and overestimating his opponent. "Most pollsters, like most other people in the expert class, are probably not huge fans of Trump," the election-forecasting expert Nate Silver told me. This personal dislike may not seem to matter much--after all, this should be a science--but every decision about weighting is a judgment call. Will suburban women show up to vote in 2024? Will young men? What about people who voted for Trump in 2020? All three of these respondent groups have a different weight in an adjusted sample, and the weight that a pollster chooses reflects what the pollster, not the respondents, thinks about the election. Some pollsters might even adjust their weights after the fact if they see a result they find hard to believe. The problem is that sometimes, things that are hard to believe happen, such as Latino voters moving 16 points to the right.

This dynamic might explain a curious exception to the trend last year. Overall, most polls missed yet again: The average error was a three-point underestimate of Trump, the same as 2016. But Republican-aligned pollsters did better. In fact, according to Silver's model (others have similar results), four of the five most accurate pollsters in 2024, and seven of the top 10, were right-leaning firms--not because their methods were different, but because their biases were.

The most basic problem in 2024 was the same as in 2016: nonresponse bias, the name for the error that is introduced by the fact that people who take polls are different from those who don't.

A pollster can weight their way out of this problem if the difference between those who respond and those who don't is an observable demographic characteristic, such as age and gender. If the difference is not easily observable, and it's correlated with how people vote, then the problem becomes extremely difficult to surmount.

Take the fact that Trump voters tend to be, on average, less trusting of institutions and less engaged with politics. Even if you perfectly sample the right proportion of men, the right proportions of each age group and education level, and even the right proportion of past Trump voters, you will still pick up the most engaged and trusting voters within each of those groups--who else would spend 10 minutes filling out a poll?--and such people were less likely to vote for Trump in 2024. So after all that weighting and modeling, you still wind up with an underestimate of Trump. (This probably explains why pollsters did quite well in 2018 and 2022: disengaged voters tend to turn out less during midterm elections.)

This problem almost certainly afflicts presidential-approval polls too, though there's no election to test their accuracy against. Low-trust voters who don't answer polls don't suddenly transform into reliable respondents once the election's over. According to Nate Silver's Silver Bulletin poll aggregator, Trump's approval is currently six percentage points underwater. But if those approval polls are plagued by the same nonresponse bias as election surveys were last year--which could well be the case--then he's at only negative 3 percent. That might not seem like a big difference, but it would make Trump's approval rate historically pedestrian, in line with where Gerald Ford was at roughly this point in his presidency, rather than historically low.

Jason Barabas, a Dartmouth College political scientist, knows something about nonresponse bias. Last year, he directed the new Dartmouth Poll, described by the college as "an initiative aimed at establishing best practices for polling in New Hampshire." Barabas and his students mailed out more than 100,000 postcards across New Hampshire, each with a unique code to complete a poll online. This method is not cheap, but it delivers randomness, like old-school random-digit dialing.

The Dartmouth Poll also applied all the latest statistical techniques. It was weighted on gender, age, education, partisanship, county, and congressional district, and then fed through a turnout model based on even more of the respondent's biographical details. The methodology was set beforehand, in keeping with scientific best practices, so that Barabas and his research assistant couldn't mess with the weights after the fact to get a result that fit with their expectations. They also experimented with ways to increase response rates: Some respondents were motivated by the chance to win $250, some were sent reminders to respond, and some received a version of the poll that was framed in terms of "issues" rather than the upcoming election.

In the end, none of it mattered. Dartmouth's polling was a disaster. Its final survey showed Kamala Harris up by 28 points in New Hampshire. That was wrong by an order of magnitude; she would win the state by 2.8 points the next day. A six-figure budget, sophisticated methodology, the integrity necessary to preregister their methodology, and the bravery necessary to still release their outlier poll--all that, only to produce what appears to have been the most inaccurate poll of the entire 2024 cycle, and one of the worst results in American polling history.

David A. Graham: The polls are sending Trump a message

Barabas isn't totally sure what happened. But he and his students do have one theory: their poll's name. Trust in higher education is polarized on political lines. Under this theory, Trump-voting New Hampshirites saw a postcard from Dartmouth, an Ivy League school with a mostly liberal faculty and student body, and didn't respond--whereas anti-Trump voters in the state leaped at the opportunity to answer mail from their favorite institution. The Dartmouth Poll is an extreme example, but the same thing is happening basically everywhere: People who take surveys are people who have more trust in institutions, and people who have more trust in institutions are less likely to vote for Trump.

Once a pollster wraps their head around this point, their options become slim. They could pay poll respondents in order to reach people who wouldn't otherwise be inclined to answer. The New York Times tried this in collaboration with the polling firm Ipsos, paying up to $25 to each respondent. They found that they reached more moderate voters who usually don't answer the phone and who were more likely to vote for Trump, but said the differences were "relatively small."

Or pollsters can get more creative with their weights. Jesse Stinebring, a co-founder of the Democratic polling firm Blue Rose Research, told me that his company asks whether respondents "believe that sometimes a child needs a good hard spanking"--a belief disproportionately held by the type of American who doesn't respond to surveys--and uses the answer alongside the usual weights.

Bailey, the Georgetown professor, has an even more out-there proposal. Say you run a poll with a 5 percent response rate that shows Harris winning by four points, and a second poll with a 35 percent response rate that shows her winning by one point. In that situation, Bailey says, you can infer that every 10 points of response rate increases Trump's margin by one percentage point. So if the election has a 65 percent turnout rate, that should mean a two-point Trump victory. It's "a new way of thinking," Bailey admitted, in a bit of an understatement. But can you blame him?

To be clear, political polls can be valuable even if they underestimate Republicans by a few points. For example, Biden likely would have stayed in the 2024 race if polls hadn't shown him losing to Trump by an insurmountable margin--one that was, in retrospect, almost certainly understated.

The problem is that people expect the most from polls when elections are close, but that is when polls are the least reliable, given the inevitability of error. And if the act of answering a survey, or engaging in politics at all, correlates so strongly with one side, then pollsters can only do so much.

The legendary Iowa pollster Ann Selzer has long hated the idea of baking your own assumptions into a poll, which is why she used weights for only a few variables, all demographic. For decades, this stubborn refusal to guess in advance earned her both accurate poll results and the adoration of those who study polling: In 2016, a 538 article called her "The Best Pollster in Politics."

Selzer's final poll of 2024 showed Harris leading in Iowa by three percentage points. Three days later, Trump would win the state by 13 points, a stunning 16-point miss.

A few weeks after the election, Selzer released an investigation into what might have gone wrong. "To cut to the chase," she concluded, "I found nothing to illuminate the miss." The same day the analysis was published, she retired from election polling.
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The Talented Mr. Vance

J. D. Vance could have brought the country's conflicting strands together. Instead, he took a divisive path to the peak of power.

by George Packer




J. D. Vance poses a problem, and at its core is a question about character. In the years after the 2016 election, he transformed himself from a center-right memoirist and public speaker, offering a complex analysis of America's social ills and a sharp critique of Donald Trump, into a right-wing populist politician whose illiberal ideas and vitriolic rhetoric frequently out-Trump the original. According to Vance and his supporters, this change followed a realization during Trump's first term that the president was lifting up the fallen working class of the heartland that had produced young J.D. To help his people, Vance had to make his peace with their champion. According to his critics, Vance cynically chose to betray his true values in order to take the only path open to an ambitious Republican in the Trump era, and as a convert under suspicion, he pursued it with a vengeance. In one account, a poor boy from the provinces makes good in the metropole, turns against his glittering benefactors, and goes home to fight for his people. In the other, the poor boy seizes every opportunity on his way up, loses his moral compass, and is ruined by his own ambition.

Both versions suggest the protagonist of a 19th-century novel--Pip in Dickens's Great Expectations, Lucien in Balzac's Lost Illusions. A novelist who set out to narrate the decline of the American empire in the 21st century might invent a protagonist like J. D. Vance. He turns up in all the key places, embodying every important theme. He's the product of an insular subculture (the Scots-Irish of Appalachian Kentucky) and grows up amid the ills (poverty, addiction, family collapse) of a dying Ohio steel town ravaged by deindustrialization. He escapes into the Marine Corps in time for the Iraq War, and then into the dubious embrace of the cognitive meritocracy (Yale Law School, West Coast venture capital, East Coast media). At a turning point in his life and the country's--in 2016, with the surprise success of Hillbilly Elegy and then the surprise victory of Trump--Vance becomes a celebrity, the anointed spokesman for the 40 percent of the country that comprises the white working class, which has sudden political power and cultural interest. He's tasked with explaining the world he came from to the world he recently joined.



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



With his gifts of intellect and rhetoric, Vance might have brought the country's conflicting strands together. They had combined to make him, and he knew them deeply--their flaws, their possibilities, their entwined fate. Instead, he took a path of extreme divisiveness to the peak of power, becoming a hard-line convert to the Catholic Church, post-liberal populism, and the scorched-earth cause of Donald Trump. Vance became a scourge of the elites among whom he'd found refuge, a kingpin of a new elite, avenging wrongs done to his native tribe.

At every step the reader wonders: Is our hero motivated by conviction, or is he the creature of a corrupt society? Does he deserve our admiration, our sympathy, or our contempt?

Still only 40, Vance is likelier than anyone to be the next president. (The biggest obstacle, for several reasons, is Trump himself.) His rise has been so dramatic and self-dramatized that he calls to mind those emblematic figures from history who seem both out of a storybook and all too human, such as Shoeless Joe Jackson and Huey Long. In the end, the question of Vance's character--whether his about-face was "authentic"--is probably unanswerable. Few people are capable of conscious, persistent self-betrayal. A change that begins in opportunism can become more passionate than a lifelong belief, especially when it's rewarded. Ventriloquize long enough and your voice alters; the mask becomes your face.

What's more important than Vance's motive is the meaning of the story in which he's the protagonist. More than any other public figure of this century, including Barack Obama (to whom his career bears some similarities), and even Trump, Vance illuminates the larger subject of contemporary America's character. In another age, his rise might have been taken as proof that the American dream was alive and mostly well. But our age has no simply inspiring and unifying tales, and each chapter of Vance's success is part of a national failure: the abandonment of American workers under global neoliberalism; the cultural collapse of the working class; the unwinnable forever war; a dominant elite that combines ruthless competition with a rigid orthodoxy of identity; a reaction of populist authoritarianism. What seems like Vance's tragic wrong turn, the loss of real promise, was probably inevitable--it's hard to imagine a more hopeful plot. After all, the novel is about a society in which something has gone deeply wrong, all the isms have run dry, and neither the elites nor the people can escape blame.

The power of Vance's story depends on the image of a hick struggling to survive and escape, then navigating the temptations and bruises of ascent. At the start of his memoir he describes himself as an ordinary person of no real accomplishment who avoided becoming a grim statistic only by the grace of his family's love. This self-portrait shows the early appearance of Vance the politician, and it's belied by the testimony of people who knew him. Friends from the Marine Corps and Yale described to me an avid reader, confident and well-spoken, socially adept, almost universally liked--an extraordinary young man clearly headed for big things. (Vance himself declined to be interviewed for this article.)

As an enlisted Marine, Vance worked in public affairs, which meant that he saw no combat in Iraq during some of the most violent years of the war. Instead, he acquired a sense of discipline and purpose in a fairly cloistered milieu. He was already interested in political philosophy, and on the sprawling Al-Asad air base, in Anbar province, Vance and a close friend discussed Jefferson and Lincoln, Ayn Rand, Christopher Hitchens and the "new atheists," even Locke and Hobbes. He was also a conservative who revered John McCain and was, the close friend joked, the only one on the base who wasn't disappointed when a mystery visitor turned out to be Dick Cheney rather than Jessica Simpson. But Vance began to have doubts about the war before he ever set foot in Iraq. In a chow hall in Kuwait, officers on their way home to the States described the pointless frustration of clearing Iraqi cities that immediately fell again to insurgents. The ghost of Vietnam had not been vanquished by the global War on Terror.


In 2003, still in his teens, J. D. Vance enlisted in the Marines and was deployed to Iraq, where he read thinkers such as Locke and Hobbes, who had influenced the American Founders. (Courtesy of Curt Keester)



"I left for Iraq in 2005, a young idealist committed to spreading democracy and liberalism to the backward nations of the world," Vance wrote years later. "I returned in 2006, skeptical of the war and the ideology that underpinned it." Whether that ideology was called neoconservatism or liberal interventionism, its failure in Iraq led in a straight line to a new ideology that was also old: "America First." On foreign policy Vance has been pretty consistent for two decades. When, while running for a U.S. Senate seat in 2022, he remarked, "I gotta be honest with you, I don't really care what happens to Ukraine one way or another," you could hear the working-class Iraq vet taking a shot at elites who send others to bleed for abstractions and are indifferent to the human collapse of Middletown, Ohio.

"America First" wasn't the only available response to disillusionment with Iraq. Other veterans who'd entered politics--Dan Crenshaw, Jason Crow, Tammy Duckworth, Seth Moulton--continued to be concerned about human suffering and the fate of democracy abroad. Nor have they abandoned liberal democracy for blood-and-soil nationalism. Vance is a politician with an unusual interest in ideas and a combative nature fed by an old wound. The combination makes him capable of going a long way down an ideological road without paying attention to the casualties around him.

Raised loosely evangelical, Vance became a libertarian atheist in his 20s--the stance of many smart, self-taught young men of the aughts in search of totalizing positions that could win mostly online arguments. "I prided myself on an ability to overwhelm the opposition with my logic," he wrote years later. "There was an arrogance at the heart of my worldview, emotionally and intellectually." Both Rand and Hitchens took him away from the community of his upbringing--from a poor white culture of non-churchgoing Christians whose identification with the Republican Party had nothing to do with tax cuts. Libertarianism and atheism were respectable worldviews of the new culture that Vance badly wanted to enter.

"I became interested in secularism just as my attention turned to my separation from the Marines and my impending transition to college. I knew how the educated tended to feel about religion: at best, provincial and stupid; at worst, evil," he would write in 2020, after his conversion to Catholicism. "Secularism may not have been a prerequisite to join the elites, but it sure made things easier." This ability to socialize himself into new beliefs set a pattern for his career.

Vance took just two years to graduate from Ohio State, and in 2010 he was accepted by Yale Law School. Entering the Ivy League put him through what the sociologist J. M. Cuddihy called "the ordeal of civility"--repression of one's class or ethnic background in the effort to assimilate to the ways of a dominant culture. As Vance later wrote, he had to get used to the taste of sparkling water, to learn that white wine comes in more than one variety. In an earlier time, the dominant group would have been the WASPs. In the early 21st century, it was a liberal multiethnic meritocracy for which a Yale law degree opened the way to power.

In this world, there was nothing odd about a descendant of several centuries of native-born white Christian Americans taking as his "Yale spirit guide" the daughter of Hindu immigrants from India. The route to New Haven is in some ways shorter from Andhra Pradesh than from the hills of eastern Kentucky. What counts is class, and class is largely a matter of education and credentials. Usha Chilukuri had all the right qualities to civilize Vance: raised in a stable, high-achieving family of California academics; Phi Beta Kappa at Yale College; master's degree from Cambridge University; even-tempered, politically opaque, hyper-organized, mapping out her work and life with Vance on Post-it notes, whiteboards, and spreadsheets. When Vance's friend from the Marines visited New Haven, Usha told them both that they'd done a good job of "course correcting" their lives. In Vance's memoir she's a kind of life coach, counseling him to unlearn hillbilly codes and habits--helping him talk through difficult subjects without losing his temper or withdrawing, expressing pride when he resists going after another driver who flips him off in traffic.

David Frum: The J. D. Vance I knew

Hillbilly Elegy--both book and film--makes much of a scene in which Vance is so baffled by the complicated tableware at a Yale dinner with recruiters from a white-shoe law firm that he has to leave the room and call Usha for guidance. "Go from outside to inside, and don't use the same utensil for separate dishes," she tells him. "Oh, and use the fat spoon for soup." The picture of a raw youth going from outside to inside with the help of his super-striver girlfriend is a little misleading. "I never got the sense that he was worse off because he hadn't gone to Yale or Harvard, just because he was so well-spoken," a law-school friend of Vance's and Chilukuri's told me. "He was intriguing to Usha, and to the rest of us too." Being a chubby-faced working-class Marine from the Midwest might have brought cultural disadvantages, but it also conferred the buoyant charisma of a young man who made it out. Regardless of place settings, Vance quickly mastered the essential Ivy League art of networking. Classmates picked him out early on as a political leader.

The earnest, sensitive narrator of Hillbilly Elegy sounds nothing like the powerful politician who sneers at "childless cat ladies," peddles lies about pet-eating Haitian immigrants, sticks a finger in the face of the besieged president of Ukraine, and gets into profane fights with random critics on X.

Everyone who met Vance in those years seems to have been impressed. He didn't have to put on Ivy League airs, or wave a hillbilly flag, or win sympathy by reciting the saddest chapters of his childhood. He kept stories of his abusive mother and her checked-out partners almost entirely to himself--a close friend was surprised by the dark details of his memoir--but he didn't cut himself off from his past. He watched Ohio State football every Saturday with another Buckeye at Yale, and he remained close to his sister, Lindsay, and to friends from his hometown and the Marine Corps.

In the early 2010s, when he began to publish short articles on David Frum's website FrumForum and in National Review, they were mainly concerned with the lack of social mobility in the working class. His voice was perfectly tuned to a moderate conservatism, strengthened by his authentic origin in heartland hardship--skeptical of government programs for the poor, but with a sense of responsibility to the place he came from. I'm making it, he said, and so can they if they get the right support. In an early essay, from 2010, he defended institutions like Yale Law School against a rising right-wing populism that saw a country "ruled by perniciously alien elites." This burn-it-down politics was a luxury that poor people couldn't afford. His "political hero," according to Hillbilly Elegy, was Mitch Daniels, the centrist Republican governor of Indiana. His choice for president in 2012 was Jon Huntsman Jr., the former Utah governor and ambassador to China, who made Mitt Romney seem a bit extreme.

Read: How the 'Tiger Mom' convinced the author of Hillbilly Elegy to write his story

Vance planned to write a policy book about the problems of the white working class. But when he came under the wing of the professor Amy Chua, the author of Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother, who fostered his relationship with Usha and recommended him for coveted jobs, she urged him to write the story of his life.


In 2017, when Vance was still a progressive darling due to his ability to explain Donald Trump's appeal among white working-class voters, he went on Late Night With Seth Meyers to promote Hillbilly Elegy. (Lloyd Bishop / NBCUniversal / Getty)



At the end of Hillbilly Elegy, Vance describes a recurring nightmare, going back to childhood, in which he's pursued by a terrifying antagonist, a "monster"--in at least one dream his unstable mother. While he was at Yale she became addicted to heroin, and he later had to drive to Ohio to keep her from ending up homeless. The nightmare returned just after he graduated--but this time the creature being chased is his dog, Casper, and the enraged pursuer is Vance. At the last moment he stops himself from hurting his beloved pet, saved by his own capacity for self-reflection. The dreamer wakes to a bedroom filled with all the signs of his happy new life. But the past is still alive, and the nightmare leaves a haunting insight: "I was the monster."

Reading the book today is like the reversal of roles in Vance's dream. The earnest, sensitive narrator of Hillbilly Elegy sounds nothing like the powerful politician who sneers at "childless cat ladies," peddles lies about pet-eating Haitian immigrants, sticks a finger in the face of the besieged president of Ukraine, and gets into profane fights with random critics on X. Vice President Vance is the pursuer. So it's a little disorienting to return to Hillbilly Elegy and spend a few hours in the presence of a narrator who can say: "I love these people, even those to whom I avoid speaking for my own sanity. And if I leave you with the impression that there are bad people in my life, then I am sorry, both to you and to the people portrayed. For there are no villains in this story."

In an essay for this magazine in 2016, Vance called Trump "cultural heroin"--the most apt metaphor possible. Trump is a drug that has led the white working class to resentment, bigotry, coarseness, delusional hope.

As a writer, Vance passes the most important test in a work of this kind: He's honest enough to show himself in an unfavorable light--hotheaded, cowardly, often just sad. He's wary of any simple lessons or wholly satisfying emotions. He loves his family and community, but he is unsparing about their self-destructive tendencies. He rejects the politics of tribal grievance and ostentatious piety that now defines the populist right. If the book has a message, it's the need to take responsibility for your own life while understanding the obstacles and traps that blight the lives of others--to acknowledge the complex causes of failure without giving in to rage, self-pity, or despair. "There is a cultural movement in the white working class to blame problems on society or the government," Vance warned, "and that movement gains adherents by the day."

From the January/February 2024 issue: George Packer on what the working class really wants

It's not a message to impress the MAGA mind. The author's nuanced analysis and policy ideas might well make Vice President Vance retch. In countless interviews and talks related to his New York Times No. 1 best seller, Vance spoke movingly about his childhood, criticized the low standards that both right and left impose on his people, and offered no easy answers for their desperate lives, only a kind of moral appeal to self-betterment and community that sounded like the centrist commentary of David Brooks. In his open-collar shirt and blazer, with smooth cheeks and boyish blue eyes, a fluent delivery and respectful responses, Vance appeared to be living proof that the meritocracy could take a self-described hillbilly and make him one of its own, creating an appealing celebrity with an important message for comfortable audiences about those left behind.

So Hillbilly Elegy is a problem for right-wing populists--and also for Trump opponents who now loathe Vance, because it takes an effort not to sympathize with the book's young hero and admire the eloquence of its author. By 2020, when Ron Howard's movie was released, at the end of Trump's first term, critics who might have turned to the book for insight had soured on the white working class, and they excoriated the film. (Tellingly, it was far more popular with the general public.) By then it was no longer possible to have an honest response to a book or movie across political battle lines. Hillbilly Elegy, published four months before the 2016 election, came out at the last possible moment to shape a national conversation. It belongs to an era that no longer exists.

Other than learning how elites get ahead, Vance made little use of his law degree. He spent a year clerking for a Kentucky judge, and less than a year at a corporate firm in D.C. Even at Yale he knew that practicing law didn't interest him. What he later called "the most significant moment" of his law-school years was a talk in 2011 by the billionaire venture capitalist Peter Thiel. I spent time with Thiel for a magazine profile that year, so I'm familiar with the pessimism of his thinking: America is going through a period of prolonged stagnation; supposedly revolutionary digital technologies like the iPhone and social media have turned out to be trivial, while chronic problems in the physical world--transportation, energy, bioscience--haven't improved; and this lack of dynamism drives elites like the ones in Thiel's audience to compete furiously for a dwindling number of prestigious but ultimately meaningless jobs.

This analysis of a soulless meritocracy in a decadent society held more than intellectual interest for Vance. Thiel was describing what Vance had already begun to feel about his new life among the credentialed: "I had prioritized striving over character," Vance later wrote. "I looked to the future, and realized that I'd been running a desperate race where the first prize was a job I hated." The talk gave an abstract framework for the psychological conflicts besetting a refugee from decline: burning ambition, and the char of guilt it leaves; longing for elite acceptance and resentment of elite disdain (the professor who scoffed at state-school education, the classmate who assumed that Marines must be brutes); what Vance called the "reverse snobbery" that a poor boy from flyover country feels toward the Yale snobs who know about butter knives while he alone confronts a belligerent drunk at the next table in a New Haven bar. In an interview with Rod Dreher of The American Conservative upon the publication of Hillbilly Elegy, Vance said, "It's the great privilege of my life that I'm deep enough into the American elite that I can indulge a little anti-elitism." He added, "But it would have been incredibly destructive to indulge too much of it when I was 18."

Elite anti-elitism--contempt from a position of strength, the ability to say "Thanks but fuck you"--offered a way out of the conflicts. This was the first of many gifts from Thiel, and Vance would go on to indulge it every bit as destructively as his new mentor could wish. But not yet. He was still hard at work earning his credentials and preparing to enjoy their fruits.

The author of Hillbilly Elegy could only have a complex view of Donald Trump: an intuitive grasp of his appeal for people in Middletown, and horror at his effect on them. In an essay for this magazine published just a few weeks after the memoir, in the summer of 2016, Vance called Trump "cultural heroin"--the most apt metaphor possible. Trump was an overwhelmingly tempting drug that brought relief from pain but inevitably led to self-destruction, enabling all the ills--resentment, bigotry, coarseness, delusional hope--of a white working class in rapid decay. Shortly before the election, Vance warned that a refusal by Trump to accept its results would further alienate his supporters from politics, saying he hoped Trump "acts magnanimous." Late on Election Night, when Trump's shocking victory appeared imminent, ABC News, suddenly in need of an authority on Trump voters, pulled Vance from Yahoo News into its main studio as a native informant. "What are they looking for from Donald Trump?" George Stephanopoulos asked. "What do they want tangibly?" Vance replied that they wanted a change in direction, and that if Trump failed to bring one, there would be "a period of reckoning." Then he added with a slight smile: "I do think that folks feel very vindicated now, right? They believed in their man. They felt like the media didn't believe in their man."

What did Vance believe in?

Trump's win brought the author of Hillbilly Elegy to new prominence as a national voice. It also placed a roadblock directly in the path of his ambitions. He had identified himself as a Never Trump conservative, privately wondered if Trump was "America's Hitler," and voted for neither major-party candidate. Suddenly the establishment that had embraced him and elevated him beyond his dreams could no longer offer means of ascent. Just about everyone who knew Vance assumed he intended to enter politics, but the Daniels-Huntsman-Romney species of Republican was halfway to extinction.

In January 2017, a week after Trump's inauguration, a group of about a dozen conservatives--adherents of "reform conservatism," a modernizing, more inclusive strain that took seriously issues such as inequality and the environment--gathered with Vance at the Washington offices of the Hoover Institution to advise him on his political future. These were policy intellectuals who had encouraged and validated young Vance. They discussed what their agenda should be now that a Republican few, if any, of them had supported was president. Were there positive aspects to be gleaned from Trump's populism on issues like immigration? How far should Vance go to accommodate himself to the cultural-heroin president? One thing was certain: The people in the room were already losing their value to Vance.

A week later, on February 3, he spoke about Hillbilly Elegy and Trump at David Axelrod's Institute of Politics, in Chicago. He gave one of his most thoughtful performances, trying to tie the unraveling threads of the country back together, urging his audience to see the common ground between working-class Black and white Americans, arguing that both the cultural left and the racist alt-right represented a small number of mostly coastal elites. But he also made a startling claim about Trump that he would return to in the coming months and years: "If you go to one of his rallies, it's maybe 5 percent him being really outrageous and offensive, and 95 percent him talking about 'Here are all the things that are wrong in your community, here's why they're wrong, and I'm going to bring back jobs.' That was the core thesis of Trump's entire argument."

Never mind the tone, Vance was saying, it's trivial--pay attention to the content. But his percentages weren't remotely accurate, and he was ignoring the inextricable bond between inflammatory language and extreme policies that held Trump's speeches together and thrilled his crowds: What's wrong in your community is them. Vance, too intelligent not to sense the hollow core of his claim, was taking a step toward Trump.

He also informed his audience that he was moving back to Ohio.

According to a classmate, while still in law school Vance had gotten in touch with Thiel, who extended an open invitation to come see him in Silicon Valley. After graduation, marriage to Usha, and short stints in the legal profession, he moved to San Francisco and, in 2016, started working at Thiel's venture-capital firm Mithril. But technology investing seemed to hold little more interest for him than corporate law. What excited him was politics and ideas. Thiel was preparing to endorse Trump and was mounting a radical attack on America's sclerotic and corrupt institutions--universities, media, corporations, the regulatory state. His rhetoric became extreme, but his goals remained vague. Trump was an experiment: Thiel wanted to blow things up and see what happened, and if it all went wrong he could move to New Zealand, where he'd invested millions of dollars and acquired citizenship. The alliance between Thiel (monopoly advocate, cognitive elitist, believer in supermen, admirer of the antidemocratic thinkers Carl Schmitt and Leo Strauss) and Vance (son of the common people, who get screwed when things go wrong and have no way out) shows that reactionary populism is capacious enough to appeal to every resentment of the liberal status quo.

It's hard to see the hand of Catholic humility in Vance's public life. His conversion anticipated a sharp turn in how he went about pursuing power.

With prolonged exposure to the master class--the junkets in Aspen and Sun Valley--Vance collected disillusioning stories that would later help justify his political transformation: the tech CEO whose answer for the loss of purpose among displaced workers was "digital, fully immersive gaming"; the hotel mogul who complained that Trump's anti-immigrant policy made it harder for him to find low-wage workers. One feels that these clueless capitalists, like the condescending Yalies of half a decade earlier, played a genuine role in Vance's turn away from the establishment, but that he enlisted them disproportionately. Incidents like these provided a kind of indulgence that allowed him to feel that he wasn't with the elites after all, wasn't betraying his own people while explaining their pathologies over dinner to the superrich--a role that was becoming more and more distasteful--and under the table he and Usha could quietly signal to each other: We have to get the hell out of here. These people are crazy.

The Vances moved first to Columbus in 2017, then bought a mansion in Cincinnati the following year and filled it with children while they both pursued the extremely busy careers of the meritocracy. Vance explained his return to Ohio as a desire to give back to his troubled home region and help reverse its brain drain; his political ambitions went unmentioned. He announced the creation of a nonprofit to combat the opioid epidemic, but the group, Our Ohio Renewal, raised almost no money and folded before it had achieved much more than placing a couple of op-eds. He put more effort into funding regional start-ups with venture capital, but one of his biggest bets, an indoor-agriculture company in Appalachia, went bankrupt. With seed money from Thiel, in 2019 Vance co-founded his own firm, Narya Capital, and invested in the right-wing video-sharing platform Rumble and a prayer app called Hallow. Like Thiel's Mithril Capital and big-data company, Palantir, the name Narya comes from Tolkien's The Lord of the Rings--a novel that obsesses a certain type of brainy conservative, particularly younger religious ones, with its hierarchical social order and apocalyptic battle between good and evil. As Vance turned away from classical liberalism, Locke and other Enlightenment philosophers gave way to Tolkien and C. S. Lewis. That same year, he became a Roman Catholic.

Around Easter 2020 Vance published an essay about his conversion in the Catholic journal The Lamp. It describes a largely intellectual experience, informed by reading Saint Augustine and the literary critic Rene Girard, driven by disenchantment with the scramble for credentials and consumer goods, and slowed by his reluctance to embrace a form of Christianity that would have been alien to Mamaw, his late grandmother. He finally made up his mind when he "began to see Catholicism as the closest expression of her kind of Christianity: obsessed with virtue, but cognizant of the fact that virtue is formed in the context of a broader community; sympathetic with the meek and poor of the world without treating them primarily as victims." Vance hoped that Catholicism would help him to care less about professional prestige, "let go of grudges, and forgive even those who wronged me." However he is doing in private, it's hard to see the hand of Catholic humility at work in his public life. His conversion anticipated a sharp turn in how he went about pursuing power, and it coincided with a wave of high-profile conservatives turning to religion. The essay was titled "How I Joined the Resistance."

Vance didn't give up his former beliefs all at once. It took him four years, from 2017 until 2021, to abandon one politics for another--to go from Never Trump to Only Trump. Compared with the overnight conversion experiences of innumerable Republicans, this pace seems admirably slow, and it probably reflects Vance's seriousness about political ideas. He took time to make them intellectually coherent; then the moral descent was swift and total.

Tom Nichols: The moral collapse of J. D. Vance

A close friend of Vance's, another Ohioan, gave the most generous explanation of his political conversion. "His views have always been kind of rooted toward doing good for the working-class segment of America," the friend told me. Progressives embraced an identity politics that placed Vance's people somewhere near the bottom, and standard conservative policies hadn't worked for them, especially on trade. In Ohio, Vance found that his people had become big Trump supporters. By 2018, the friend told me, Vance believed that Trump "was committed at least to doing the things he said and fixing the problems that J.D. also identified as problems"--the loss of jobs and decline of communities. In 2017 Vance had said that manufacturing jobs had been lost mainly to automation, and that protectionism wouldn't bring them back. Before long he was blaming globalization, China, and the Republican donor class. "At that point J.D. realized he was very aligned with Trump on the issues," the friend said.

In 2018, Vance told an acquaintance that he was thinking of voting for Trump in 2020. Onstage with Amy Chua that same year at the Aspen Ideas Festival, he said that people he knew in Ohio were angrier at Wall Street and Silicon Valley types than at ethnic- or religious-minority groups, and that Trump's speeches, though "tinged with criticisms of Mexican immigrants or Muslims," directed 85 percent of their vitriol at "coastal elites." Another doubtful calculation--but it allowed Vance to align Trump's more acceptable hostilities with those of his people and, by implication, his own. He wasn't going to insult Mexicans and Muslims in front of an Aspen crowd, but the crowd itself was more than fair game.

The next year, at a pair of conservative conferences, Vance argued that libertarianism didn't have the answer for what ails American parents and children, workers and communities. He championed a "pro-family, pro-worker, pro-American-nation conservatism," and he said: "In my own life, I've felt the demons that come from a traumatic childhood melt away in the laughter and the love of my own son." The policy implications weren't entirely clear. He was against abortion, Facebook apps designed to addict children, pointless wars that got his Marine buddies killed, and CEOs who didn't care about American workers and families; he was for mothers and kids. He ended one speech by saying, "Donald Trump has really opened up the debate on a lot of these issues, from foreign policy to health care to trade to immigration."

By 2020 Vance had publicly turned away from the residue of Reaganism toward what came to be called "the new right," "national conservatism," or simply "populism." In a sense, he was following the well-trod path of his generation of conservatives. The Republican establishment had failed, the reformers hadn't amounted to much, the Never Trumpers had lost--here was the obvious alternative.

But what had Trump actually done for people in the postindustrial heartland? The fentanyl crisis raged on, manufacturing job growth remained anemic, and the president's main achievement--a tax cut--benefited corporations and billionaires far more than the working class. Vance knew all of this, and in early 2020 he wrote to one correspondent: "Trump has just so thoroughly failed to deliver on his economic populism (excepting a disjointed China policy)." But the political winds had turned, and now he massaged his public remarks about Trump into vague approval while keeping his criticism private. Vance was getting ready to enter politics.

The generous account of Vance's political conversion contains some truth. It still fails to explain what followed.

A change in his view of tariffs didn't require Vance to go to Mar-a-Lago with Peter Thiel in early 2021 to seek the disgraced ex-president's forgiveness, then start and never stop repeating the very lie about a stolen election that he had warned against in 2016. In moving away from the Enlightenment and globalist neoliberalism, he could have stopped at the reactionary writer Christopher Caldwell or the post-liberal scholar Patrick Deneen. He didn't need to spend 90 minutes schmoozing with an alt-right podcaster and rape apologist who goes by Jack Murphy (his real name is John Goldman), insisting ominously: "We are in a late-republican period. If we're going to push back against it, we have to get pretty wild and pretty far out there and go in directions that a lot of conservatives right now are uncomfortable with."

Cassie Chambers Armstrong: 'Hillbilly' women will get no help from J. D. Vance

Vance could have run for the Senate as a populist without maligning half his compatriots--liberals, immigrants, women without children--as hostile to America. He could have become a father without devoting a speech to mocking the "childless left." The Catholic Church didn't command him to stop caring about human beings in other countries, or to value Israel more than Ukraine because most Americans are Christian and Jesus was born in Bethlehem, not Kyiv. He could have turned away from his Ivy League credentials after they stopped being useful without declaring war on higher education and calling professors "the enemy." He could have put aside his law degree and still held on to what it taught him about judicial independence and due process.


The 2024 Republican National Convention, in Milwaukee, where Vance became Trump's nominee for vice president (Joseph Rushmore for The Atlantic)



After 2020 the prevailing politics on the right was apocalyptic, vituperative, and very online. Vance, ever skilled at adaptation, went with it all the way. If, as his patron Thiel argued, the country was under the control of a totalitarian, brain-dead left, almost any form of resistance was justified. When Vance argued that "the culture war is class warfare," he was giving himself license to stigmatize large groups of Americans and flout the rule of law as long as he did it in the name of an abstraction called the working class.

But Vance never got away from elites. He simply exchanged one set of benefactors for another--traded Yale professors and TED audiences and progressive Silicon Valley CEOs for the money and influence that came with Peter Thiel, Tucker Carlson, and Donald Trump Jr. One elite elevated him to justify their contempt for the working class; the other championed him in order to burn down the first. Vance is interesting not only because he changed camps and was talented enough to thrive in both, but because the camps themselves, out of the lesser sin of decadence or the greater sin of nihilism, have so little to offer the country.

Vance transformed himself into the fullest incarnation of the Trump reaction--fuller than Trump himself, because Vance is more intelligent and disciplined, less likely to wander and stop making sense. He willed this change on himself because he had a lot to atone for and he was in a hurry. It won him Trump's blessing in 2022 in a U.S. Senate race that Vance was losing, which gave him the Republican nomination and the election, leading to his choice as vice president in 2024, which could make him Trump's 44-year-old successor in 2028.

Vance's political transformation is so complete that it's also physical. In the film adaptation of the Vance novel, imagine a scene in which the protagonist's features in 2016 dissolve into a very different face circa 2025. The round cheeks and pudgy chin are now hidden by the growth of a Trump Jr. beard. The blue eyes, no longer boyish, are flatter, and they smile less. And the voice, which used to have an almost apologetic tone, as if he wasn't sure of his right to hold the stage, now carries a constant edge, a kind of taunt. He's more handsome but less appealing, and the loss of appeal comes from the fact that, like the movement that now runs the country, he's animated by what he hates.

Like Trump, Vance shows no interest in governing on behalf of anyone outside MAGA. But the various phases of his life story make him--and him alone--the embodiment of all the movement's parts. In a speech in March at a business conference, he called himself a "proud member of both tribes" of the ruling coalition--meaning of the populists like Steve Bannon, and of the techno-futurists like Elon Musk. He discounted the likelihood that they'll fall out, and he insisted that innovations such as artificial intelligence will benefit ordinary Americans, because--despite the evidence of the past half century--"it's technology that increases the value of labor." MAGA can't breathe without an enemy, and workers and innovators have "the same enemy": the government. But MAGA is now the government, and the contradictions between its populists and its oligarchs are obvious.


Vice President Vance arrives in the Rose Garden for the president's announcement of his "Liberation Day" tariffs on April 2, 2025. (Andrew Harnik / Getty)



Vance's transformation has another advantage besides the obvious one for his political prospects. When he grins slyly and says, "I'm gonna get in trouble for this" before launching an attack on some despised group, you can feel him shucking off constraints that he's had to impose on himself since that recruitment dinner at Yale--or even earlier, since he was a boy in Middletown surviving the violence of adults. This more aggressive Vance has drawn closer to that hillbilly culture he long ago escaped. The vice president of the United States doesn't let a challenge to his honor pass. He's quick to anger, ready with a jibe, picks fights on social media, and brandishes insults such as "moralistic garbage" and "smug, self-assured bullshit." He divides the world into kinfolk and enemies, with steadfast loyalty for those in the first category and suspicion or hostility for the great majority consigned to the second. He justifies every cruel policy, blatant falsehood, and constitutional breach by aligning himself with the unfairly treated people he grew up with, whether or not his administration is doing them any actual good. His idea of American identity has gone hard and narrow--not the encompassing creed of the founding documents, but the Appalachian dirt of the graveyard where his ancestors lie buried.

To succeed in the world of elites, Vance had to let himself be civilized, at a psychological cost. When that world no longer offered what he wanted, he found a new world of different elites. They lifted him to unimagined heights of power, and at the same time they brought him full circle, to a return of the repressed.



This article appears in the July 2025 print edition with the headline "The Talented Mr. Vance." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.

*Lead-Image Sources: Stephen Maturen / Getty; Tom Williams / CQ-Roll Call / Getty.
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Return of the Shaman

How visionary healers became a fixture of contemporary American culture and politics

by James Parker




Manvir Singh's new Shamanism: The Timeless Religion ranges widely, introducing us to all sorts of shamans and neo-shamans and proto-shamans. We meet the cigarette-loving tribal healers among the Mentawai people of Indonesia, whom Singh, an anthropologist, has studied since 2014. We meet the psychiatry and medicine professor at Johns Hopkins who reckons that his clinical interventions and against-the-odds healings are the stuff of classic shamanic practice. And we meet the money managers and "hedge wizards" who traffic quasi-shamanically with the capricious spirits of the global market.

It's a panoramic survey: Singh has done the fieldwork, the legwork, and the drugwork. ("Then, with the immediacy of waking up, my trip ended. I became aware of my surroundings. People were watching us through the doorway. Vomit was everywhere.") But his book lacks something I need--namely, an account of how neo-shamanism and its visionary baggage have looped around into conspiracy theory and burn-it-down far-rightism. It doesn't, in other words, quite take us up to the present American minute.

So who or what is a shaman? Singh gives us a handy definition: "A shaman is a specialist who, through non-ordinary states, engages with unseen realities and provides services like healing and divination." You can achieve a non-ordinary or altered state with drugs, drumming, dancing, fasting, meditation, whatever floats your boat--floats it into the beyond, that is. Once there, you might battle with demons, fly across the sky, plunge into the underworld, enlist the help of power-animals, or commune with the souls of the dead. You might undergo a terrible supernatural ordeal, a violent unmaking or scattering of the self. Crucially, though, you come back stronger. You return from the other realm remade, with strange new capabilities. You can heal. You can prophesy. (I have a certain resistance to Singh's characterization of Jesus as a shaman--one of the things I like about Jesus is how un-esoterically he distributes his message, how dazzlingly straightforward and inclusive it is--but I get it: "By interacting with a powerful spirit being, he cured, exorcized, and foretold the future.")

The shaman's progress is archetypal, of course: It's the hero's journey, complete with thrills and spills. "Candidate shamans," the religion scholar Mircea Eliade wrote in his pioneering 1951 study, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, "sometimes find themselves in apparently desperate situations. They must go 'where night and day meet,' or find a gate in the wall, or go up to the sky through a passage that opens but for an instant." Which makes me think of Luke Skywalker, celestially steered by the Force, putting two proton torpedoes right up the thermal exhaust port--the passage fleetingly revealed--of the otherwise impregnable Death Star. After an experience with yopo, a "hallucinogenic snuff" (its main psychoactive compound seems to be bufotenine, unfamiliar outside South America), Singh is told about a similarly evanescent moment of danger and opportunity, a split second in the trip when "you need to concentrate on your goal." "The transition point is fast," he is advised by a seasoned user, "and if you do not focus, yopo will carry you off."

You return from the other realm remade, with strange new capabilities. You can heal. You can prophesy.

Ultimately, though, Singh is less interested in the specific contents of trance states, or in a psychic map of shamanic otherness, than in shamanism as a world-historical phenomenon, popping up all over, almost a function of human consciousness. It starts, for him, in the same place that religion starts: in the wobbly conditions of life, in the dicey nature of our contract with existence. He calls it "a compelling technology for dealing with uncertainty." Against a welter of contingency and fucked-up stuff that won't stop happening, the shaman intercedes on our behalf; he can negotiate with chaos because he's plugged in to the invisible grid behind it.

You can see where all of this might link up with conspiracy theory and--one short step further--psychosis. Hovering beyond our day-to-dayness is another order of reality, fiery and supercharged and copiously populated with entities. The shaman has gotten the coordinates. He has wrangled, or been wrangled by, the monsters of this zone and its tutelary spirits. So he has power. He can change the weather. He can suck out the infection. He can reverse the curse and erase the malaise.

To connect to the paranoid side of neo-shamanism, try listening to The Occult Apocalypse Show, a podcast from 2023 hosted by Jacob Chansley, the QAnon Shaman. In an episode called "D.C. Deep State," Chansley and his co-host explore/abhor "the current occult culture in the deep state." Here, in a rushing monologue, are the most baroque trappings of conspiracy theory: the adrenochrome, the golden owls, the 33rd-degree Freemasons. In this telling, the ruling class has been infested with demons from the beginning. "It actually goes all the way back," Chansley says, "to ancient occultic rituals in places like Sumer, Egypt, Babylon, the Canaanites, the Persians, the Greeks, the Romans, and, yes, the Aztecs, and even the English in England."

A healthier way to fight the war of the spirits is with art. Anyone who saw the D.C. punk rockers Bad Brains in their prime, for example, knows that the front man, H.R., was a shaman: a mouthpiece for divinity, a bringer of celestial heat. For Ted Hughes, a devoted reader of Mircea Eliade, there were shamanic capacities--capacities, that is, for healing and prophecy, derived from a special consciousness--in great poetry. "In a shamanizing society," Hughes wrote, "Venus and Adonis, some of Keats' longer poems, The Wanderings of Oisin, Ash Wednesday, would all qualify their authors for the magic drum." Hughes saw William Butler Yeats, in his inspired public aspect, as shamanic: "His outspoken political statements all glow at some point into a shamanic flame." T. S. Eliot, too, responding to the "tribal disaster" of modernity, was a less eager but perhaps more powerful shaman; he was "able to contain within himself, more fully than any of his contemporaries," Hughes felt, "the spiritual tragedy of his epoch."

Neo-shamanism in America came bobbing up, like so much other stuff, in the general pagan churn of the '60s and '70s. Carlos Castaneda's mega-selling The Teachings of Don Juan: A Yaqui Way of Knowledge--one of his "Is it anthropology or is it a novel?" creations--was published in 1968. Michael Harner's The Way of the Shaman arrived in 1980: a how-to guide for apprentice shamans in which the harrowing shamanic voyages relayed by Eliade--with their blindings and dismemberments and organ replacements--were swapped out for a program that one could follow in one's living room, Jane Fonda-style. ("Without stopping, increase your rattle-shaking to approximately 180 times per minute.") Singh goes to Burning Man to check out the healing sessions at the Shamandome and is struck by the shift in focus: the individual rather than the tribe, mental states rather than bodily ailments. "Trauma and harmful patterns of thinking," he writes, "have usurped the position often filled by witchcraft, taboo violations, and resentful spirits."

Is this the endgame for shamanism--absorption by the therapeutic Western self? Or is the teeming otherworld of the shaman simply finding new containers, new metaphors? Harner's The Way of the Shaman draws a useful distinction between the Shamanic State of Consciousness and the Ordinary State of Consciousness: The shaman can toggle between the two; he can go up Jack's beanstalk and come back down again. The rest of us, these days, tend to get stuck either here or there. Look at our politics. Look at the state of our brains. Divergent realities, untranslatable, incompatible. Castaneda, coming down from his first peyote trip in The Teachings of Don Juan, found himself deeply dismayed by his return to sanity: "The sadness of such an irreconcilable situation," he wrote, "was so intense that I wept." It's going to take some very nimble shamans to guide us out of this one.



This article appears in the June 2025 print edition with the headline "Return of the Shaman."
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The Visionary of Trump 2.0

Russell Vought is advancing a radical ideological project decades in the making.

by McKay Coppins




The opening act of Donald Trump's second term was defined by the theatrical dismantling of much of the federal government by Elon Musk and his group of tech-savvy demolitionists. Everywhere you looked in those first 100 days, it seemed, Musk's prestidigitation was on display. Look there--it's Elon in a black MAGA hat waving around a chain saw onstage at the Conservative Political Action Conference. Look here--it's Elon introducing Fox News viewers to a teenage software engineer nicknamed "Big Balls" whom he'd hired to help slash the government. The performance had a certain improvised quality--pink slips dispersed and then hastily withdrawn, entire agencies mothballed overnight--and after a while, it started to feel like a torqued-up sequel to Trump's first term: governance replaced by chaos and trolling.

But that version of the story misses a key character: Russell Vought.

Behind all the DOGE pyrotechnics, Vought--who serves as director of the Office of Management and Budget--is working methodically to advance a sophisticated ideological project decades in the making. If Musk is moving fast and breaking things, as the Silicon Valley dictum goes, Vought is taking the shattered pieces of the federal government and reassembling them into a radically new constitutional order.

"I'm not going to say it's a misdirection play, but they're the trauma-inducing shock troops," Steve Bannon, who worked with Vought during Trump's first term and remains in touch with him, told me of DOGE. "Russ has got a vision. He's not an anarchist. He's a true believer."

Vought's agenda includes shrinking the government, but it goes deeper than that. His vision of state power would effectively reject a century of jurisprudence and unravel the modern federal bureaucracy as we know it. A devotee of the so-called unitary executive theory, he wants to see the civil service gutted and repopulated with presidential loyalists, independent federal agencies politicized or eliminated, and absolute control of the executive branch concentrated in the Oval Office.

Lila Shroff: It's a model of government efficiency, but DOGE wants it gone

Despite having been a Trump adviser for nearly a decade, Vought has not cultivated the political celebrity of high-profile White House officials such as Stephen Miller and Karoline Leavitt. Vought rarely gives interviews (he declined my request), and when he does speak in public, he is usually explicating the wonkish intricacies of the federal government in a nasal voice. His job title is dull and opaque. Even his physical bearing is forgettable: Bald and bespectacled, with a graying beard, he looks a bit like a middle-school social-studies teacher.

But whereas Musk's influence already seems to be waning, Vought remains among the most powerful figures in today's Washington. As a co-author of Project 2025, and later a chair of the Republican National Convention's platform committee, he drew up detailed plans to "tame the bureaucracy" once Trump returned to power. Now, as head of an agency that touches every aspect of the $6.8 trillion federal budget, Vought is in position to enact his vision. And he's wasted little time.

In his early days as acting director of the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau--an independent agency that was designed to be insulated from partisan pressure--Vought sent layoff notices to 1,500 employees, closed the office, canceled contracts, and declined funding for the agency from the Federal Reserve. Across hundreds of other federal agencies, he is spearheading an effort to simply stop enforcing many regulations. And last month, Trump proposed a rule that would convert 50,000 federal workers into Schedule F employees, whom the president can fire at will--a policy that Vought has championed since the first term. Vought's ideas, once seen as radical, are now being realized.

Vought's critics have warned that elements of his agenda--for example, unilaterally cutting off funding for congressionally established agencies such as USAID--are eroding checks and balances and pushing the country toward a constitutional crisis. But in interviews over the past several weeks, some of his allies told me that's the whole point. The kind of revolutionary upending of the constitutional order that Vought envisions won't happen without deliberate fights with Congress and the judiciary, they told me. If a crisis is coming, it's because Vought is courting one.

Bannon told me that mainstream Republicans have long complained about runaway federal bureaucracy but have never had the stomach to take on the problem directly. Vought, by contrast, is strategically forcing confrontations with the other branches of government. "What Russ represents, and what the Romneys and McConnells don't understand, is that the old politics is over," he said. "There's no compromise here. One side is going to win, one side is going to lose, so let's get it on."

Anne Applebaum: There's a term for what Trump and Musk are doing

The White House did not respond to a list of questions I sent them for this story. But in a statement, Communications Director Steven Cheung called Vought a "patriot" and told me, "There is nobody more qualified or better suited to lead OMB in order to implement President Trump's goals and priorities."

Vought himself has written that we are living in a "post-Constitutional time." Progressives, he argues, have so thoroughly "perverted" the Founders' vision by filling the ranks of government with unaccountable technocrats that undoing the damage will require a "radical" plan of attack. "The Right needs to throw off the precedents and legal paradigms that have wrongly developed over the last two hundred years," he wrote in an essay for The American Mind, a journal published by the Claremont Institute.

What exactly would such an approach look like in practice? Mike Davis, a Republican lawyer and a friend of Vought's who helped steer judicial nominations in Trump's first term, told me that he expects an escalating series of standoffs between the Trump administration and the judicial branch. He went so far as to say that if the Supreme Court issues a decision that constrains Trump's executive power in a way the administration sees as unconstitutional, the president will have to defy it. "The reptiles will never drain the swamp," Davis told me. "It's going to take bold actions."

Vought's radicalization was not a foregone conclusion. He grew up in Trumbull, Connecticut, with a devout family who sent him to a private Christian school and Bible camp in the summers. At Wheaton College, the evangelical university where he studied history and political science, Vought was bookish and a bit "nerdy," according to one fellow graduate who knew him at the time. The former student, who requested anonymity to recount personal interactions, told me that Vought was a target of periodic pranks on their floor in Traber Hall. On one occasion, some of Vought's dorm mates took a putrid-smelling bin that had been collecting dirty dishes in the common bathroom and hid it under his bed.

On Wheaton's conservative campus, Vought didn't stand out as particularly ideological. He made a brief foray into electoral politics with a failed bid for student-body vice president, during which he campaigned, according to Bloomberg Businessweek, on improving the school's recycling program. His views began to take on a sharper edge when he got to Washington. He spent a decade working on Capitol Hill, including as a policy aide to the House Republican Conference under then-Chairman Mike Pence, and became the executive director of the Republican Study Committee, a conservative caucus founded to exert pressure on House GOP leadership from the right. In 2010, he left Congress to join the Heritage Foundation's lobbying arm.

Elaine Godfrey: Federal workers are facing a new reality

Vought earned a reputation in Washington's right-wing circles for his deep knowledge of how the federal government actually works. "There's a category of conservative activists who say, 'This is what should be done,' and there's a much smaller group who actually know how to make it happen. Russ is one of them," Tom Fitton, the president of the conservative pressure group Judicial Watch, told me.

The early years of Barack Obama's presidency inspired a wave of libertarian energy on the right. Tea Party activists railed against excessive federal spending and bloated bureaucracy. The popular rallying cry of the moment was to shrink the government down to the size where one could "drown it in a bathtub," as Grover Norquist famously put it. But Vought wanted to go further than the Norquists of the world.

After Republicans failed to recapture the White House in 2012, Vought joined a small group of activists and operatives who began gathering a few blocks from the Capitol, at the Judicial Watch offices, to strategize. They called themselves Groundswell, and their stated mission, according to leaked documents, was bold if a bit grandiose: to wage a "30 front war" that would "fundamentally transform the nation." The weekly meetings drew a who's who of influential insurgents, including Ginni Thomas, Dan Bongino, Leonard Leo, and Bannon, who was then running Breitbart News. Their agenda was diffuse, but they were united in a shared conviction that the Republican establishment and much of the conservative movement were insufficiently radical. They were impatient with the standard small-government activism of the era--they wanted more confrontation, and were open to more extreme ideas.

The conservative commentator Erick Erickson, who first met Vought in 2004, recalls his friend explaining to him early in Obama's first term the mechanisms by which the purportedly nonpartisan civil service had come to be teeming with Democrats intent on thwarting right-leaning policies and pushing left-wing ones. It was a prototype of the "woke and weaponized bureaucracy" rhetoric that Vought and his allies would deploy in the Trump era.

The unitary executive theory had been circulating in GOP circles since at least Ronald Reagan's first term. The idea held that Article II of the Constitution gives the president absolute control over the executive branch, including nonpartisan civil servants and independent agencies such as the Federal Reserve and the Securities and Exchange Commission. Republicans had periodically experimented with ways of applying this principle: After Reagan took office in 1981, the Heritage Foundation lobbied the new administration to recruit partisan supporters to fill 5,000 new jobs created by the 1978 Civil Service Reform Act.

There was, during the Obama years, limited intellectual appetite on the right for a return of the imperial presidency. But Trump's arrival in the Oval Office in 2017--and his running claims that the "deep state" was sabotaging his presidency--changed all of that. Suddenly, Republicans were eager to discover new and creative ways to tighten the president's grip on the executive branch. Vought, who joined the administration as deputy director of OMB before eventually becoming director, was happy to offer his services.

Michael Scherer, Ashley Parker, Matteo Wong, and Shane Harris: This is what happens when the DOGE guys take over

Unlike most OMB directors, whose only forays into political controversy are in drafting the president's budget proposals, Vought quietly played a role in some of the Trump era's most combustible moments. In 2019, when Trump pressured Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky to investigate Joe Biden, it was Vought's office that withheld military aid to the country, eventually triggering Trump's first impeachment. And when Congress refused to fund the border wall, it was Vought who convinced the president to declare a state of emergency so that he could redirect $3.6 billion from a military construction budget to the project.

Vought has expressed pride in his record of pushing boundaries in ways that unsettle less dogmatic Republicans. Whereas many religious conservatives distance themselves from the "Christian nationalist" label, Vought wears it proudly. At a Heritage event, he sarcastically derided some of the Cabinet officials in Trump's first term, whom he described as "a bunch of people around him who were constantly sitting on eggs and saying, Oh my gosh, he's getting me to violate the law."

And in a 2023 speech at the Center for Renewing America, the think tank he led after Trump's first term, Vought touted the virtues of cruelty as he held forth on his plans for the federal civil service. "We want the bureaucrats to be traumatically affected," he said at a closed-door meeting, according to a video that was later leaked to ProPublica. "When they wake up in the morning, we want them to not want to go to work because they are increasingly viewed as the villains. We want their funding to be shut down so that the EPA can't do all of the rules against our energy industry because they have no bandwidth financially to do so. We want to put them in trauma."

As disruptive as Vought's early moves have been, his most dramatic provocations are likely still to come. Vought has been a vocal champion of reviving the presidential "impoundment" power, which would allow the president to effectively circumvent Congress to unilaterally withhold appropriated funds. Congress outlawed the practice in 1974, and the Supreme Court has ruled it unconstitutional. But Trump has publicly rejected this interpretation of the law, and Vought has called impoundment "a necessary remedy to our fiscal brokenness."

Earlier this month, the White House released its proposed budget to Congress, calling for $163 billion in reductions to federal spending, and making many of DOGE's cuts permanent. In a letter to Congress, Vought wrote that the proposed cuts aimed to root out "niche non-governmental organizations and institutions of higher education committed to radical gender and climate ideologies antithetical to the American way of life." The proposal included slashing the budget for the CDC by nearly 40 percent, dramatically scaling back rental-assistance programs, and cutting aid to international-development banks.

From the May 2025 issue: I should have seen this coming

In a typical year, the president's budget proposal is little more than a messaging document, with virtually no chance of becoming law as written. Congress has the power of the purse. But given Trump's stated indifference to such conventions, this year's White House budget could be less a proposal than a warning shot. It doesn't require much imagination to envision how the coming budget fight could spiral into the kind of constitutional crisis that Vought's allies are rooting for: Congress declines to enshrine Trump's spending cuts as law. Trump cuts the funding anyway. Legal challenges follow, court orders are issued, and Trump defies them, claiming a decisive mandate from voters and sweeping power under the unitary executive theory.

Some conservatives, wary of concentrating so much power in the Oval Office, question the path that Vought is taking. Philip Wallach, a scholar at the American Enterprise Institute who recently wrote a book called Why Congress, told me that he generally supports Vought's effort to rein in the so-called administrative state. But he is alarmed by what he considers to be Vought's disregard for core constitutional principles such as separation of powers. "For those of us who care about constitutional government," Wallach said, "this administration is creating a lot of moments of truth."

Of course, partisan enthusiasm for executive power rarely outlasts the loss of the White House. But Vought's allies trust that he knows what he's doing. "He's mindful enough to understand that eventually a Democrat will become president again," Erickson told me. "So how do you make the bureaucracy responsive to the president of the day without making it powerful enough to work at cross-purposes with conservative goals when a Democrat is in there? One of the easiest ways is to downsize."

In other words, the durability of Vought's ideological project might depend on just how much of the federal government Trump can unravel before he leaves office.
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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 we 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
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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




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


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 on 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 Is Crushing the Netanyahu Myth
        Yair Rosenberg

        The evening that Donald Trump defeated Kamala Harris, Netanyahu land rejoiced. The news anchors on Channel 14, Israel's equivalent of Fox News, toasted Trump's victory live on air. Yinon Magal, the ultranationalist host of Israel's premier right-wing talk show, led his audience in a round of celebratory singing while Trump's face grinned on the screen behind them. Benjamin Netanyahu himself congratulated Trump on "history's greatest comeback." The Israeli leader and his allies seemed certain that...

      

      
        Modi's Escalation Trap
        Vaibhav Vats
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Trump Is Crushing the Netanyahu Myth

The Israeli leader and his allies bet everything on Trump. But he's just not that into them.

by Yair Rosenberg




The evening that Donald Trump defeated Kamala Harris, Netanyahu land rejoiced. The news anchors on Channel 14, Israel's equivalent of Fox News, toasted Trump's victory live on air. Yinon Magal, the ultranationalist host of Israel's premier right-wing talk show, led his audience in a round of celebratory singing while Trump's face grinned on the screen behind them. Benjamin Netanyahu himself congratulated Trump on "history's greatest comeback." The Israeli leader and his allies seemed certain that Trump's return to the White House heralded unconditional backing for their most fevered fantasies.

They were wrong. Last Friday, Trump wrapped up his tour of the Middle East, where he made deals and hobnobbed with America's top allies in the region--except one. Israel was not invited to the party and was barely acknowledged in the foreign-policy address that the president delivered in Saudi Arabia. The snub followed more substantive slights. In recent weeks, Trump has surprised Netanyahu by announcing new nuclear negotiations with Iran, halting America's campaign against the Houthis despite the terrorist group continuing to fire missiles at Israel, and going behind Israel's back to secure the release of the American Israeli hostage Edan Alexander from Gaza. "There's a great sense of unease here," Michael Oren, a former Israeli ambassador to the U.S., said in an interview last week.

None of this should have been unexpected. Trump is famously mercurial and transactional, loyal only to his own self-interest. In his first term, as an unexpected outsider president, he needed international legitimacy and wins, and Israel gave him both in the form of the Abraham Accords. This time, Trump no longer needs legitimacy, and Israel's war in Gaza is getting in the way of other potential regional wins, such as expanding the accords. In addition, the previous Trump administration's Israel policy was significantly shaped by staff, and that staff has changed markedly with the introduction of an isolationist faction that seeks to extricate America from international commitments. Netanyahu put all of his chips on Trump nonetheless--a wager that now threatens to cost the Israeli prime minister the remnants of his legacy.

The legend of Benjamin Netanyahu was built on two myths. The first was that Netanyahu was the ultimate guarantor of Israeli security, a far-sighted hawk who, for all his faults, could be relied on to keep Israelis safe. For years, when asked how he'd like to be remembered, Netanyahu routinely responded, "As the protector of Israel," both in Hebrew and English. "The Jewish nation has never excelled at foreseeing danger," the prime minister told a talk show in 2014. "We were surprised again and again--and the last time was the most awful one. That won't happen under my leadership." After Hamas inflicted the worst day of Jewish death since the Holocaust, Netanyahu's pose as "Mr. Security" was exposed as a self-flattering falsehood. But he still had one other myth to cling to: his reputation as a geopolitical genius.

Yair Rosenberg: Trump sides with the Israeli people against Netanyahu

In 2019, Netanyahu's reelection campaign festooned Israel with giant posters, each depicting the prime minister shaking hands with one of three world leaders: India's Narendra Modi, Russia's Vladimir Putin, and Donald Trump. The banners were captioned with the words Another League. Unlike his small-time Israeli rivals, the placards implied, Netanyahu was a savvy statesman who punched above his weight on the international stage, thanks to his unaccented English oratory and ability to inveigle the world's most powerful people.

Israelis might not like him or trust him, Netanyahu's argument went, but they needed him. This line of thinking was so potent that it convinced not just Israelis, but some of Israel's Arab neighbors, who believed Netanyahu to be the gateway to influence in Washington. One incentive for Arab leaders to normalize ties with Israel, as with the Abraham Accords, was their belief that they could gain Trump's favor by linking up with his apparent ally.

Most of those campaign posters have not aged well. In the days following the October 7 attack, Putin made multiple public statements on the Gaza conflict, none of which explicitly condemned Hamas. Russia has since voted against Israel repeatedly at the United Nations. Netanyahu's image could have survived this hit if Trump hadn't dealt him a more serious and unexpected blow in recent weeks. The president has cut the Israelis out of regional decision making and reportedly kiboshed a plan to strike Iran's nuclear facilities. Though Trump has not compelled Israel to halt its war in Gaza as yet, he has begun pressing Netanyahu to provide humanitarian aid and conclude the conflict.

By revealing Netanyahu to be a bit player, rather than an elite operator, Trump has not just put the Israeli leader in his place. He has exploded Netanyahu's carefully cultivated political persona--an act as damaging to Netanyahu's standing as the Hamas attack on October 7. Worse than making Netanyahu look foolish, Trump has made him look irrelevant. He is not Trump's partner, but rather his mark. In Israeli parlance, the prime minister is a freier--a sucker.

The third-rate pro-government propagandists on Channel 14 might not have seen this coming, but Netanyahu should have. His dark worldview is premised on the pessimistic presumption that the world will turn on the Jews if given the chance, which is why the Israeli leader has long prized hard power over diplomatic understandings. Even if Trump wasn't such an unreliable figure, trusting him should have gone against all of Netanyahu's instincts.

Yair Rosenberg: The end of Netanyahu

He should have realized that in a competition for the affections of a strongman like Trump, Israel had little to offer. "We can't invest a trillion dollars in the American economy," noted Oren, the former Israeli ambassador, "but there are some other people in this neighborhood who can." Not only does Israel not have spare luxury jets lying around to fob off on the American president, but the country took nine years to retrofit and launch its own version of Air Force One, and the process was a national fiasco.

So long as Netanyahu refuses to go along with any of Trump's grand diplomatic initiatives, which might require him to end the Gaza war or entertain some semblance of Palestinian statehood, Israel has nothing to give Trump other than symbolic trinkets. But instead of recognizing the precariousness of his position, Netanyahu abandoned his characteristic caution, put his faith in Trump without a fallback, and is now left with nowhere else to turn.

British Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli was once said by his biographer to be "a master at disguising retreat as advance"--a passage that Richard Nixon underlined in his copy of the book. Like those men, Netanyahu is the consummate survivor, and he may yet manage to spin his latest predicament to his benefit. To write off the Israeli leader would be foolish, especially with new elections not required until late 2026.

But the body blows to Netanyahu's reputation should not be underestimated. His current coalition received just 48.4 percent of the vote in the last election and has been polling underwater since before October 7. More than 70 percent of Israelis want their prime minister to resign. Voters sometimes fall for myths, but eventually, like children, they outgrow them.
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Modi's Escalation Trap

A counterterrorism policy designed to burnish a strongman's image risks setting off new rounds of conflict.

by Vaibhav Vats




Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi has forged a new counterterrorism doctrine during his decade in power: Any terrorist attack emanating from Pakistan will face a scorching Indian-military response. The policy carries inherent risk, both internationally and domestically.

That it can easily commit India to a spiral of escalation was demonstrated during the exchange of hostilities with Pakistan two weeks ago. On the domestic side, the counterterrorism policy is of a piece with Modi's effort to project himself as a strongman, which carries its own escalatory risks because it depends on both stoking ultranationalism and keeping it under control.

For four days starting earlier this month, exchanges of fire between India and Pakistan gathered intensity and scope, with the theater of engagement extending deeper into both countries than it had in five decades. At home, Modi had encouraged a climate of heightened emotion among his followers. Pro-government networks and broadsheets portrayed Pakistan as an archenemy that Indian forces would soon vanquish. Media outlets reported, for example, that the port of Karachi, Pakistan's largest city and financial capital, had been destroyed--one of many breathless stories that did not turn out to be true.

Read: Why this India-Pakistan conflict is different

Then, on the evening of May 10, President Donald Trump announced a cease-fire between the two countries on Truth Social. The American intervention came as a surprise--one that did some damage to the Indian prime minister, who has projected himself not only as a fierce advocate for India's strategic interests but also as a global statesman deliberating on weighty geopolitical questions, such as the war in Ukraine.

Many of the Indian prime minister's followers felt that allowing the Trump administration to broker a deal was a humiliation and a capitulation to a foreign power. For that reason, New Delhi did not acknowledge the American intervention in its public statements on the cease-fire, even as the Pakistani side hailed Trump's role in ending the fighting. Still, right-wing social-media accounts turned on the Modi government and its officials with expletive-laden tirades, many of which assailed the personal life of their intended targets. They attacked India's foreign secretary as a traitor and doxxed his daughter. (The secretary promptly switched his X account to private, to shield himself and his family from a barrage of invective.)

That any cease-fire was necessary was a surprise and a letdown for Modi's base, which had expected a swift victory based on a combination of misinformation and what was likely an overestimation of India's military strength and operational superiority. Such illusions should have been punctured during the conflict, when Pakistan downed at least two Indian jets and unleashed drones and missiles that matched Indian capabilities. In the first week of May, India launched nine air strikes into Pakistan and Pakistan-administered Kashmir.

Past skirmishes with Pakistan had allowed Modi to construct a triumphalist narrative of strength that played to his domestic audience. A 2019 air strike into Pakistan helped propel him to reelection for a second term with an enhanced majority. But this latest exchange had a far less satisfying denouement: an uncertain military outcome and a diplomatic embarrassment, in the eyes of Modi's nationalist base.

Trump made a bad situation worse with another Truth Social post less than a day after the cease-fire announcement, in which he offered to mediate the Kashmir dispute. Mediation is a delicate subject in India because of the country's bruising colonial experience; it is often equated with an assault on Indian sovereignty. The 1972 Simla peace agreement, signed between India and Pakistan after a war the previous year, stipulated that all disputes between the two countries be addressed bilaterally--language long understood as a bar to third-party mediation. American diplomacy played an important role in tamping down previous conflicts over the territory in 1999 and 2019, but President Bill Clinton and Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, respectively, were careful not to trumpet their interventions in those cases.

Read: A crisis is no time for amateurs

Trump's pronouncements immediately led to a volley of criticism from India's opposition parties and independent voices, which began comparing Modi unfavorably with Prime Minister Indira Gandhi: She delivered a decisive victory in the 1971 war with Pakistan despite frosty relations with President Richard Nixon. A newspaper owner in Modi's home state of Gujarat was arrested for making the comparison.

In remarks delivered at the White House two days after the cease-fire announcement, the U.S. president further gloated about stopping a potentially nuclear conflict that could have killed millions of people.

That evening, Modi addressed India in a prime-time speech for the first time since the conflict began. Absent was the measured restraint that might have lowered the temperature after such an unnerving conflict. Instead, Modi told the public that India's military offensive had brought Pakistan to its knees to beg for a cease-fire. He reaffirmed India's position on retaliatory military action as a response to terror attacks, declared that he had called Pakistan's nuclear bluff, and warned that he had not abandoned the military operation but merely suspended it. Modi followed these prime-time remarks with another belligerent speech the next day, belittling Pakistan's military capabilities when he visited an Indian air base.

The bellicosity of these two speeches, at a time when the cease-fire was still tenuous, seemed to reflect Modi's need to appear muscular in the face of public criticism and after being undermined by Trump's swagger. (Trump would recount his role in ending the conflict several more times during his Middle East trip, with each new utterance compounding the domestic problems for Modi.)

But if the prime minister's aggressive demeanor played well to his domestic base, it also alienated a number of India's South Asian neighbors. Many of these governments worry about the Modi regime's propensity for bullying, and not one has spoken in favor of India's military actions. Last week Modi's government, normally intolerant of its political opposition, conscripted it into a campaign for damage control: It put together delegations of representatives from all of the country's political parties, with the intention of sending them to foreign capitals to make India's case.

The crisis and its aftermath have demonstrated how India's national security has become almost entirely captive to burnishing the personality cult of its leader. The result is a country that comes across to others as at once boastful about its growing power and prickly about criticism of its human-rights record.

A few hours before the cease-fire came into force, the Indian government fine-tuned its new counterterrorism doctrine, classing incidents of cross-border terrorist violence as "acts of war." Any such attack, the policy makes clear, will incur an Indian-military response.

The timing of the announcement suggests that Modi seeks to overshadow the end of the fighting with a display of strength and a deterrent warning. But the doctrine may be just as apt to make conflict between India and Pakistan more likely and recurrent, rather than less, as it raises the stakes of any skirmish--particularly after this last four-day conflict, which passed previous thresholds of violence between the nuclear-armed rivals.

In the past, India prided itself on being a responsible power that respected human rights and international law--an island of stability in a volatile region. Modi's embrace of Hindu nationalism and his tilt toward authoritarianism have since stained the country's reputation for pluralism and democracy. Now they are leading the Indian prime minister to lean into a military adventurism that could make him a danger to the entire region.
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What Trump Got Right in the Middle East

He put business front and center and politics to the side.

by Andrew Exum




Donald Trump's trip to the Middle East was remarkably successful, and the president's political opponents would do well to acknowledge the fact and understand what made it so.

Trump unabashedly uses the American private sector as an instrument of national power. In fact, he does this better than any previous president has in my lifetime. As Calvin Coolidge remarked in 1925, "The chief business of the American people is business. They are profoundly concerned with producing, buying, selling, investing and prospering in the world." The observation still holds true, and Trump is not afraid to embody it.

Read: Trump heads back to where he started

To be sure, the president's trade war has confused business leaders, angered free marketeers, and led to concerns about capital flight, but for now, at least, investors remain eager to put their money into American technology and infrastructure, and few pools of deployable capital are bigger than those in Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates. So it followed that Trump brought captains of American industry along to his meetings there as partners. In doing so, Trump positioned the U.S. to the Gulf states as something different than it has been in the past--not just an arms merchant or, worse, a scold on human rights, but a commercial and strategic partner for states desperately trying to diversify and grow their economies in preparation for a post-petroleum era. And in exchange, what do Americans get? Well, maybe not the "trillions" of dollars Trump promised, but certainly hundreds of billions of dollars in new investment to help grow American businesses, creating new jobs and enriching Americans.

At the same time, Trump has shown himself willing to navigate Middle East politics in a manner remarkably unconstrained by domestic concerns. This allows him to take actions--some absurd, but some very smart--that other presidents could not get away with. Even Democrats who detest the president might be forgiven for taking some delight in watching Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, who bullied and humiliated President Joe Biden, get a taste of his own medicine.

Over the past several weeks, Trump has announced a cease-fire with the Houthis, even as the militants continued to strike Israel; gone around the Israelis to negotiate the return of the last living American hostage in Gaza; cheerfully declared his eagerness to negotiate with Iran, toward something that will almost certainly look a lot like the deal President Barack Obama negotiated in 2015; and not only dropped all sanctions on Syria, but met with the new Syrian president, who can't be popular with some members of Trump's Cabinet (I'm looking at you, Tulsi Gabbard).

I happen to think that all of these decisions--with the possible exception of the dubious deal with the Houthis--were the right ones. I also suspect that neither Biden nor his would-be successor, Kamala Harris, would have made any of them. I've spoken privately with members of Biden's team who knew that dropping sanctions on Syria was the right thing to do--but worried that it would be politically difficult.

Trump may well understand that with the Democratic Party likely divided on Israel for the next generation, his Jewish and evangelical-Christian supporters have nowhere else to go. This puts him in a position of power relative to the Israeli prime minister--one that must surely make Netanyahu and other Israeli leaders very uncomfortable. Making them still more uncomfortable will be the fact that everyone who mattered seemed to be in those meetings in the Gulf. Everyone, that is, except them.

In the end, domestic politics might still count for something. Trump might still not be allowed to accept a luxury plane from Qatar, for example. But Trump has shown, once again, that the rules for him are different from those for nearly all of his predecessors.

Read: The darker design behind Trump's $400 million plane

But Trump has another reason not to worry about domestic politics: Temperamentally, he and his foreign-policy team largely view the region the same way many Americans view it. Speaking directly to Gulf Arabs, Trump promised the Middle East that there would be no more nation-building projects and no more "lectures on how to live." This message is as popular in the Middle East as it is in Middle America, where many people have grown weary of American military entanglement in foreign conflicts.

To clinch the success of this first Middle East tour, Trump will need to remember three things. The first is that American interests are not limited to business, and he may need to balance his desire to increase investment against other priorities. The second is that optics are not enough--his team needs to follow through on all of the deals and negotiations it has announced. And the third is that courting global investors works only if the United States remains investable.

Historically, America has attracted capital because it can be counted on to follow the rule of law, crack down on public corruption, and support the kinds of independent and quasi-independent regulatory bodies that give investors peace of mind. Trump and his administration have been working hard to weaken all of this. For a president who claims to understand the private sector as well as he does, seeking deals while simultaneously undermining the conditions that make America a great investment will be counterproductive in the end.
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Trump's Basic Misunderstanding About the War in Ukraine

If the president wants a peace deal, he must change his approach to Putin.

by Thomas Wright




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


When President Donald Trump returned to office, he was laboring under a fundamental misconception about the war in Ukraine.

Trump seemed convinced that he could get Russia to stop fighting--as long as he kept Ukraine out of NATO and froze the battle lines, letting Russia keep the territory it already occupied. But that was never going to be enough for Vladimir Putin. He had other demands: strict limits on the size of Ukraine's military, an end to its security cooperation with the West, and no European troops in the country. Moscow wanted a neutered Ukraine, not a neutral one.

Last week in Istanbul, Russian and Ukrainian officials held public talks for the first time since 2022, agreeing to exchange 1,000 prisoners each and to continue negotiating the technical details of a potential cease-fire. Some observers saw this as progress, but the underlying dynamics have not changed: Russia's maximalist demands make a near-term settlement virtually impossible.

The next move will fall to Trump, who threatened last month to "take a pass" if the two sides don't reach a deal. No one knows exactly what that means. Perhaps Trump will turn on Putin and increase support for Ukraine, but every indication suggests that's unlikely. Two courses of action seem more plausible. First, Trump might decide to cut off military aid to Ukraine, which could finally tilt the war in Russia's favor. Alternatively, he might maintain U.S. support but step back from peace talks until Russia indicates that it's ready to compromise. This would subject Putin to a series of dilemmas as he tries to sustain a war that is costing him mightily.

Russia, Ukraine, and Ukraine's European allies all know that a settlement is unlikely, at least in the near future. In the meantime, their main diplomatic goal is simple: Win over Trump. He wants a quick resolution, so Ukraine and Russia are each trying to convince him that the other side is the one prolonging the conflict. Whoever succeeds could shape his response to the failure of negotiations and reap significant benefits on the battlefield.

Read: Trump's plan to sell out Ukraine to Russia

Initially, Trump saw Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, not Putin, as the stubborn one. Zelensky insisted on ironclad security guarantees from the United States, which Trump was unwilling to give. Meanwhile, Putin seemed to be striking up a friendship with Steve Witkoff, Trump's special envoy.

The dynamic reversed soon after the Oval Office confrontation between Trump and Zelensky in February, which led the United States to temporarily withhold assistance. This catastrophe forced Kyiv to shift tack. Eleven days later, following advice from the United Kingdom, Ukraine shrewdly agreed to an unconditional 30-day cease-fire in talks with U.S. officials. Trump wanted an end to the war; now Zelensky could say that he did too.

Putin, however, would almost certainly never accept an unconditional cease-fire, which would leave significant issues unresolved, such as territorial disputes and Ukraine's security guarantees. Russia would benefit in some ways--the country would get to keep the areas it currently controls--but Ukraine would be able to rearm without limits and admit European troops, both outcomes that Putin has balked at because he seeks Ukraine's subjugation.

By agreeing to a cease-fire, Zelensky flipped the negotiation: Now Putin would be the one demanding conditions and denying Trump his peace deal. It seemed to work. Earlier this month, Vice President J. D. Vance said that Russia was "asking for too much," even after the Trump administration proposed a plan that favored Putin. When Trump was asked about Vance's statement, he said, "It's possible he's right."

Perhaps sensing that he was losing leverage, Putin called for last week's talks in Istanbul, where Russia and Ukraine had negotiated early in the war. Back then, the two sides had converged on a number of issues but were deeply divided on others; Russia, for example, wanted an effective veto over security guarantees and international assistance for Ukraine if war broke out again. This time, Putin was evidently hoping to persuade the United States to accept that same condition and put pressure on Ukraine.

Then Zelensky made another savvy move. Rather than rejecting the invitation, he said he would show up personally and meet Putin face-to-face. Zelensky knew that Putin was extremely unlikely to go, and indeed he didn't. By calling the Russian leader's bluff, Zelensky gave Trump another indication that Putin wasn't serious about negotiating a cease-fire.

Still, Moscow could ultimately be rewarded for refusing to compromise. The basic diplomatic problem for the U.S. is persuading Putin to accept something he has fiercely opposed: a free and independent Ukraine that can defend itself and deter a future attack. Instead of continuing to try to solve that problem, Trump may simply end America's intelligence cooperation, cut off its weapons supply, and perhaps even refuse to sell arms. Ukraine would face crucial shortages and rising casualties, while Russian forces would likely eke out more small gains that will add up over time.

Fortunately for Zelensky, however, Ukraine does not rely on the U.S. as much as it did in the first three years of the war. President Joe Biden's decision to accelerate weapon transfers in the final months of his administration has given the Ukrainians most of what they need to fight for the rest of the year. And even though Trump clearly has no desire to renew aid for Ukraine, the country has cranked up its own defense industrial base with help from allies--especially its capacity to produce large quantities of drones, which have largely supplanted artillery on the front.

But if America continues to support Ukraine, Russia could have trouble generating enough manpower to sustain the invasion into next year. During its offensive of the past nine months, Russia has won only small slivers of territory and paid an enormous cost for them. The country has sustained more than 1,500 casualties a day, and nearly 800,000 since the start of the war, according to one U.S. military estimate last month. Putin is not a reasonable person, but he does sometimes adjust to battlefield realities. If his losses continue at this rate, he may have to order a larger mobilization, which he has been keen to avoid, or compromise at the negotiating table.

Read: Why Trump is giving Putin everything he wants

Judging by recent comments from Witkoff, Trump doesn't seem to grasp that negotiations will succeed only if Russia feels pressure on the front lines. Neoconservatives believe that "war is the only way to solve things," the president's envoy said earlier this month. But Trump "believes that his force of personality--the way he is going to respond to situations--can bend people to do things in a much better way for the interests of the United States government, and I believe in that too." Putin is far too determined to be swayed by mere personality.

There is a realistic way forward, though, that benefits both Trump and Ukraine. It will take a helping hand from Europe. The goal is simple: Show Putin that, as long as he sticks to his maximalist demands, he won't make any significant territorial gains and will continue paying a huge price on the battlefield.

Although some of America's military support is irreplaceable--particularly its intelligence cooperation, air-defense missiles, mid-range rockets, and heavy vehicles--Europe has the capacity to take on most of the burden of backing Ukraine. Given that Trump almost certainly won't ask Congress to fund additional aid, leaders close to him, especially British Prime Minister Keir Starmer, could broker a compromise whereby the U.S. provides Ukraine only the kinds of assistance that Europe can't--granted that Putin, not Zelensky, remains the primary obstacle to peace. The Europeans could also offer to pay the U.S. for its weapons and equipment, perhaps by tapping Russia's sovereign assets.

This compromise would allow Trump to tell Americans that he has significantly reduced aid for Ukraine but has not abandoned it; even better, he could say that Europeans are footing the bill. This would help facilitate a deal with Russia by showing Moscow that victory is not possible. Ending this war quickly will require convincing Putin that it could go on indefinitely. As long as Trump denies this and flirts with ending U.S. support for Ukraine while letting Russia off the hook, the deal he's desperate to close will continue to elude him.
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Germany Arrests King Peter I, the Son of Man, the Messiah

Peter identified sources of frustration and indignity that might bother virtually any German: how one navigates banking, taxation, health care, law.

by Graeme Wood




Last week, Germany arrested Peter Fitzek, 59, an anti-government figure also known as King Peter I, the Son of Man, the Messiah. Historically, attempts to arrest messiahs have met with mixed results, so to stay on the safe side, the Interior Ministry not only rolled up Fitzek and three conspirators but also shut down his whole operation, known as the Kingdom of Germany. Subjects of King Peter deny the legitimacy of the Federal Republic of Germany and, over the past 13 years, have built up a counter-state with its own institutions. "In Germany, just like in the rest of the world, we have a lot of problems," Peter told me in 2023. "These problems could not be solved in the old system, so we needed a completely new one." A healer, a martial artist, and practitioner of dark arts, Peter has no royal lineage and instead takes his authority from the spiritual plane. The German government alleges that he ran unregulated financial systems, and they banned his group outright.

Peter was born in East Germany in 1965. East Germany was poorer than the West then and remains so decades after unification, in 1989. Its failure to catch up economically has led to resentment by many easterners, who consider themselves neglected and forgotten. The far-right Alternative for Germany party, which now controls a quarter of the seats in the German Parliament, campaigned in the East on promises to increase the region's political power. The AfD lost and was officially accused of extremism. The center-left coalition that won is now cracking down on the broader movement of eccentric political discontents. Peter, it seems, was a familiar type of East German from that generation--too old to learn the ways of the new Germany, and too ambitious to be satisfied watching others succeed where he failed. According to a profile in Bloomberg Businessweek, Peter spent his early adulthood getting outwitted in business by West Germans, originally as the bilked investor in a slot-machine racket.

Read: Is the AfD too extreme for democracy?

When I met Peter two years ago, he had recently acquired a castle and invited me to join him there, in an annoyingly remote Saxon village called Eibenstock, near the Czech border. The journey took four hours from Berlin, and upon leaving the Autobahn and skidding around mountain roads, I began to appreciate the significance of the remoteness. Eibenstock is far from Germany's equivalent of coastal elites. It is like Montana or Idaho: You can do what you please, safe in the knowledge that few witnesses will see you doing it. It was quiet and empty with many private areas secluded by spruce and firs. I noticed a few tourists on a winter hike, and at the foot of the castle I had coffee at a tiny restaurant with the unimprovable name Goulash Cannon.

Peter came into his castle's echoing, wood-paneled entryway, sporting a ponytail, pulled back tight and short, and wearing a monogrammed shirt with the words Kingdom of Germany in gold cursive on the breast. In this respect and others, he resembled Steven Seagal, another aging martial artist with delusions of divinity and grandeur. Peter then guided me to a sparsely furnished sitting room for my royal audience. He began, unbidden, by laying out proof that his kingship had been recognized internationally. This proof took the form of boarding passes that various airlines had honored, listing his name as "Peter of Germany." He had a "Kingdom of Germany" passport that looked official enough, and had passed inspection, he said, at various borders. All of the airline documents I saw were from within the Schengen area, which means he could travel freely anyway. An airline agent had probably rolled his eyes and let him board his flight to Majorca. When I think of entities capable of conferring royal status, I do not think of Ryanair.

His education, he said, began under the tutelage of a contract killer he met in 1989. The man understood spirituality, Peter said, and knew how to hypnotize people and take their money. Peter read up on magic, philosophy, religion, history, and finally law, before he concluded that there was an "order to creation," something beautiful and true, an existence freed of the corruption and disappointment of the Federal Republic of Germany. "I slowly became aware that there is a Creator," he told me, and that this Creator had endowed him with spiritual powers that proved his divine right to rule. "I have sat as near to God as you sit to me right now," he said. He determined that "true Christianity has never existed," and that he had been sent to establish it. He fell in love with a woman who could move objects with her mind and set them on fire; he spent time with holy men in India; he discovered cold fusion; satanists detected his growing powers and sent assassins after him. "I am lord of the spirits. I have an invisible army. I cannot be harmed."

At first, he said, he tried to improve German democracy by working within the system. "Before I founded the Kingdom of Germany, I ran as a candidate for the Bundestag. I had previously talked to a lot of members of the Bundestag as well as members of the state parliament for many, many hours," Peter told me. He said he saw how decisions were made--and how fruitless was any hope of changing a system that had grown beyond the ability of even the most patient citizen to affect. "The system interlocks in others," he said. "It is a nested system, where you can't change individual segments because then they don't fit with the rest."

Foremost among his frustrations were the modern bureaucracies that seemed designed not to serve citizens and help them prosper but to frustrate and enslave them. "The health system, the pension system, the monetary system, and the banks all have problems," he told me. "They cannot be solved in the system. So a new one has to be started."

He said he examined the law and found that the position of Kaiser, supposedly abolished, remained vacant. All it needed was a suitable claimant--and having been anointed by the Creator, he claimed legal succession in 2009. "We had to claim this legal succession if we wanted to establish a new system throughout Germany and not do what the Allies, the Americans, imposed on us," Peter said. Photos of his official coronation in 2012 show him in faux-ermine robes.

"We in the Kingdom of Germany take the view that there is a divine order of creation," Peter said. "The state should be a reflection of this order of creation, and should be a completely just society or community, like nothing hitherto seen on this planet." He conducted seminars for his followers, to show off his and his fire-starter girlfriend's ability to leave their bodies, perform feats of physiological impossibility like slowing their heartbeats, and commune with the archangels Uriel and Metatron. To see this is to believe, he said. "The Creator sent me here to be able to establish the Kingdom, and people can choose freely whether to join." In 2016, the state imprisoned him for taking supporters' money in what appeared to be a totally unregulated banking scheme. An appeals court freed him after two years, and he insisted to me that his willingness to go to prison proved his divinity. "Only someone who has been called by God does that."

Under Peter's watch, the Kingdom practiced a kind of primitive democracy, with--crucially--a banking and insurance system totally disconnected from that of the rest of the world. But the details of how Peter ran his kingdom are irrelevant, if colorful. He said the Kingdom will choose his successor by election. "My son, for example, will not succeed me," he told me, unless the young man exhibits supernatural powers like his father's and convinces other citizens of his eligibility.

Peter had identified sources of frustration and indignity that might bother virtually any German: how one navigates banking, taxation, health care, law. People of much greater education and sophistication than Peter have found themselves at the mercy of these systems, and treated most heartlessly by them. Germans have a slang term, Uberzwerg, which means "head dwarf," and refers to the petty tyrants in modern bureaucracies who ruin your day by demanding forms in triplicate and inflict other minor hassles that keep you from getting something as simple as a credit card issued or a cavity filled. Navigating modern, complex bureaucratic states is difficult but comes easier if you had an elite education in a big city--the Uberzwergs' natural environment.

To people without this background, and who fail in business or politics in consequence, others' success may look like the result of magic, fraud, or conspiracy. Peter resorted to at least the first of these and probably all three. In his castle, he described spiritual warfare with ghosts and devils. Who is an Uberzwerg but a devil sent to torment you--and in the cruelest way, by taking human form and swearing up and down that he is no devil at all, only the most mundane creature, with a nameplate on his desk and a time clock on his wall? And if you discover that you are living in a premodern, enchanted world, why not go all the way and declare yourself king by divine right?

The direction our conversation took next was as predictable as it was repulsive. Peter's ultimate prescription to treat the diseased system of money and power was to get rid of the cabal of satanic Jews that has taken over the world outside his Kingdom. He said he did not mind Jews per se but objected to the usurers and tricksters who start and encourage all the world's great wars, including Russia's invasion of Ukraine; who deny his status as their redeemer; and who are conspiring to steer us all to the apocalypse.

Peter had my attention when he talked about pyrokinesis, and he had my sympathies when grousing about bureaucracy. But Jews run the world through a network of banks and Chabad houses is the most tired claim an extremist (especially a German one) can make. It was then that I lost interest and started thinking about whether the Goulash Cannon would still be loaded and ready to fire a late lunch into my face. On the way out the door, Peter stamped my passport with a Kingdom of Germany royal seal and signed it with a scribble: Peter I, Son of Man, Imperator.
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The New MAGA World Order

This week's Gulf tour revealed that Trump's transactional foreign policy doesn't lack values. It just has really bad ones.

by Jonathan Chait




Updated at 2:50 p.m. ET on May 16, 2025

Earlier this week in Saudi Arabia, President Donald Trump delivered what the White House billed as a "major address," which is a long-standing way to signal that a particular speech is meant to lay down a historical marker communicating the president's values. Or, in this case, the lack thereof. Trump's message was that, unlike interventionist Americans of the past, he did not take account of democracy or human rights when dealing with foreign states. His only concern was raw American interest. The host regime, which has had strained relations with the United States over the kingdom's lack of human rights and its 2018 dismemberment of a Washington Post columnist, no doubt welcomed the moral reprieve.

"In recent years, far too many American presidents have been afflicted with the notion that it's our job to look into the souls of foreign leaders and use U.S. policy to dispense justice for their sins," the president announced. "I believe it is God's job to sit in judgment; my job, to defend America and to promote the fundamental interests of stability, prosperity, and peace."

Trump's declaration meant that "the United States was done nation-building and intervening," observed The New York Times. There was "no Wilsonianism in the speech," noted National Review's editor in chief, Rich Lowry, who pronounced the administration's renunciation of moral judgment the "Trump doctrine."

Read: A Senior White House Official Defines the Trump Doctrine: 'We're America, Bitch'

Two days later in Qatar, however, Trump sounded altogether less callous. "We are gonna protect this country. It's a very special place with a special royal family," he said. "It's great people, and they're gonna be protected by the United States." The U.S. State Department has previously criticized Qatar's ruling monarchy for violating human rights and imprisoning journalists, but Trump had looked into their souls, and found them to be special indeed. The tone he struck sounded less like a cold-eyed businessman and more like John F. Kennedy pledging to defend West Berlin.

It appears that Trump does care about the internal character of regimes he deals with. Rather than following a foreign policy that ignores values altogether, Trump has a clear preference for values that are, in the American context, historically anomalous or--to put it in less neutral terms--bad. And he wishes to spread those values around the world.

Whatever you say about this policy, it is not amoral. The primary difference between the Trump doctrine and traditional American values promotion is that the former, rather than seeking to impose a moral world order, aspires to create an immoral one.

In his address to the Saudis, Trump condemned his predecessors for "giving you lectures on how to live and how to govern your own affairs." It's true that Trump does not lecture dictatorships for suppressing democracy. But his administration is hardly reticent about denouncing other countries' internal conduct.

Earlier this year, Vice President J. D. Vance scolded Europe for allowing in too many migrants and cracking down too hard on hate speech and far-right parties. "What German democracy--what no democracy, American, German, or European--will survive is telling millions of voters that their thoughts and concerns, their aspirations, their pleas for relief are invalid or unworthy of even being considered," he said. Trump called Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky a "dictator" and proposed that he hold elections before the Russia invasion is repelled.

The administration has in fact made human rights a centerpiece of its diplomacy in one particular country: South Africa. Earlier this year, Secretary of State Marco Rubio declared that he was boycotting a G20 summit because it was held in Johannesburg. "South Africa is doing very bad things," he wrote. "Expropriating private property. Using G20 to promote 'solidarity, equality, & sustainability.' In other words: DEI and climate change." More recently, Trump has claimed: "South Africa is confiscating land, and treating certain classes of people very badly."

If you were going to take a stand on human rights for only one country, South Africa seems like a strange choice: According to Freedom House, the country has been a "proponent of human rights" since the end of apartheid and, despite some deficits, is rated as "free." But South Africa fits with Trump's apparent belief, one reflected in the stream of hysterical rhetoric about the treatment of Afrikaners, that anti-white discrimination is the most pernicious ideology in the world. Trump has therefore granted refugee status to white South Africans even as he has deported other asylum seekers, including those who face prison or death.

To claim that Trump is motivated purely by values would be an exaggeration. A strong odor of corruption wafts over his international dealings, especially with allies like Qatar, which gave him a Boeing plane for his personal use.

Read: The Darker Design Behind Trump's $400 Million Plane

But it's not as if Qatar had to bribe Trump into placing the country under the American military umbrella. The U.S. has had a major air base there for a quarter century. The difference in how Trump talks about this military presence, in contrast to the resentment he regularly expresses over American bases in Europe and the Pacific, is striking. When describing American commitments to Gulf states, Trump does not insult our allies as freeloaders, or lambaste former U.S. presidents for their stupidity in giving away American protection, or demand that these countries pay what he calls "dues" to retain it.

Trump has described the Boeing aircraft not as a form of repayment he demanded, but as a magnanimous gift from Qatar out of genuine friendship. The emirate had decided "very, very nicely" that it "would like to do something" to express its appreciation. He repeatedly praised Qatar as "nice" for repaying American security guarantees worth billions of dollars with one $400 million plane that may or may not be crawling with listening devices.

Qatar's naked bribery is not merely payment for services rendered. It serves as a signal in Trump's mind that Qatar is one of the good guys--because it does business the Trump way, not the international-liberal-order way. Trump's method is still to sit in judgment over foreign leaders. He simply prefers the bad ones.
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The Darker Design Behind Trump's $400 Million Plane

Through Qatar's gift of a luxury jet, Trump has escalated American soft corruption to a garish new extreme.

by Yair Rosenberg




Donald Trump wants everyone to know that under no circumstances will he give up his special new plane. "Only a FOOL would not accept this gift on behalf of our Country," the president wrote on Truth Social just before 3 a.m. local time yesterday in Saudi Arabia, insisting that the luxury jet given to him by Qatar would serve as a "temporary" Air Force One. Trump seems to think that if he just keeps posting about snagging a $400 million plane from a foreign state to ferry around the nation's most sensitive assets, the idea will become less transparently ridiculous. Instead, the more he talks about it, the more absurd it sounds.

That the president's decision is indefensible is evident from the quality of the defenses. "I can't wait for the press to find out about France's so-called 'gift' of the Statue of Liberty, accepted in 1886 by then-President Grover Cleveland," quipped Ann Coulter on X, an argument Trump himself later reposted. In reality, the receipt of the Statue of Liberty was approved by Congress, and Cleveland did not subsequently ride around the world in it along with the country's leadership--though that would make a great premise for a children's cartoon.

Qatar has its own particular peccadilloes: funding, hosting, and cheering extremist groups, including Hamas; allegations of de facto slave labor; institutionalized homophobia. But setting those aside, no credible case can be made for an "America First" president to outsource to a foreign actor what is supposed to be the most secure means of government transport. This partly explains why some Republican lawmakers, and even hard-core Trump loyalists such as Laura Loomer, have come out against the move. Nevertheless, Trump seems unable to resist this shiny, opulent toy that he feels he deserves.

But to dismiss this vice as unique to Trump would not be honest. Here, as elsewhere, the president is taking an existing elite failing to its garish extreme.

Read: The MAGA-world rift over Trump's Qatari jet

Trump is far from the first member of his circle to benefit from Qatar's largesse. From 2019 to 2020, the authoritarian petrostate paid $115,000 a month to now-Attorney General Pam Bondi and her firm to lobby on its behalf. She has reportedly signed off on the legality of the country's lavish gift to her boss. FBI Director Kash Patel was also paid by Qatar before assuming his current position. A member of the Qatari royal family invested $50 million in the pro-Trump conservative media network Newsmax, whose leaders reportedly pressed staff to soften coverage of the country. And Donald Trump Jr. is speaking next week at the Qatar Economic Forum, in Doha, on the subject of "Monetizing MAGA." (That language has since been scrubbed from the forum's site.)

Affection for Qatari cash is a bipartisan affair. Qatar funded Representative Ilhan Omar's trip to the 2022 FIFA World Cup, and gave $1 million to the Clinton Foundation while Hillary Clinton was still serving as U.S. secretary of state. Such influence campaigns extend beyond the United States. In November 2022, Eva Kaili, a socialist politician and the then-vice president of the European Parliament, publicly extolled the virtues of Qatar, calling the country "a frontrunner in labour rights" and "good neighbours and partners." "The World Cup in Qatar is proof, actually, of how sports diplomacy can achieve a historical transformation," she said, and chided the Gulf state's critics: "They accuse everyone that talks to [Qatar] of corruption." Weeks later, Belgian police arrested Kaili as part of an investigation into bribery by Qatar and found bags of cash in her residence and her father's hotel room. Qatar also allegedly bribed FIFA officials for the rights to the World Cup in the first place.

The country's currency hasn't just flowed to public officials. Qatar is the largest foreign funder of American universities, with donations totaling more than $6 billion, many of which were initially undisclosed, according to the Network Contagion Research Institute at Rutgers University. For years, Qatar poured millions into the Brookings Institution, one of America's most respected think tanks, and bankrolled its former branch in Doha. And today, the Qatar Foundation funds programs for American public schools through its U.S. branch. "We unlock human potential," declares its manifesto. Last October, Sheikha Moza bint Nasser, the mother of Qatar's leader and a co-founder of the organization, offered a glimpse into her conception of human potential. "The name Yahya means the one who lives," she wrote on social media after Yahya Sinwar, the Hamas architect of October 7, was killed. "He will live on and they will be gone." By "they," she seems to have meant Israel.

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

None of these exchanges is as nakedly transactional as granting a $400 million jet to a sitting president. They certainly don't violate the Constitution. But they are nevertheless a subtle and pernicious form of influence peddling designed to launder Qatar's reputation--a form of soft corruption that Trump has now characteristically taken to cartoonish excess. A Yale scientist funded by Qatar to study climate change is not being paid to shill for the regime, but such a scholar may be more favorably disposed toward the country and less likely to engage in serious criticism of their benefactor. Qatar funds American institutions, in other words, for the same reason that the tobacco company Philip Morris International funds and trumpets philanthropic works.

Qatar needs to do this because there are many good reasons to be suspicious of Qatar, and no grassroots pro-Qatar constituency exists in the United States. The Gulf country hosts America's largest military air base in the Middle East, which is of interest to war planners but largely unknown to U.S. citizens. There are no American stans of Qatari Emir Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani, no college students hoisting Qatari flags on campus, no steady stream of English-language best-selling books that tout the country's virtues or vices.

Qatar's influence operations are commonly compared by their defenders to the lobbying of pro-Israel activists. But whatever one thinks of those activists, they are not foreign-state actors. The A in AIPAC stands for America, and the advocacy and campaign contributions that the pro-Israel group provides come voluntarily from thousands of American citizens. This is why Israel itself spent only $700,000 lobbying Washington last year, while Qatar spent $7.5 million. For better and worse, many Americans are deeply invested in the state of Israel, both positively and negatively, for political and religious reasons, and therefore engage in the democratic process to further their preferred policies toward the country. Practically nobody is invested in Qatar--unless Qatar is invested in them.

"We've never had a relationship with Qatar as strong as this," Trump said yesterday, a few days after accepting its Air Force One offer. "We're going to protect you."
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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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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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Photos of the Week: May Day, Fire Festival, Finger Wrestling

A sandstorm in northeastern Syria, the funeral of Pope Francis at the Vatican, members of ZZ Top in Australia, and much more

by Alan Taylor


From left: Elwood Francis and Billy Gibbons of ZZ Top perform at Langley Park in Perth, Australia, on May 1, 2025. (Matt Jelonek / Getty)




Matej Repel, the director of Avescentrum Senne, enjoys the sound of nearby birds as he sits inside a huge birdsong amplifier that was recently installed for visitors, on April 24, 2025, near Michalovce, Slovakia. (Robert Nemeti / Anadolu / Getty)




A Turkish-navy diver in an atmospheric diving suit surfaces after a dive onboard the Turkish navy's submarine-rescue mother ship TCG Alemdar, during a submarine-escape-and-rescue exercise near Aksaz Navy Base, Turkey, on April 29, 2025. (Kenan Gurbuz / Reuters)




A worker tucks his mobile phone into a cloth covering his face and his eyewear while working inside a steel factory in Lahore, Pakistan, on April 30, 2025. (Arif Ali / AFP / Getty)




A surfer wearing a stormtrooper costume rides the tidal bore on a paddleboard, in Mont-Saint-Michel Bay, in northwestern France, on April 29, 2025. (Lou Benoist / AFP / Getty)




A person operates a SkySurfer aircraft as he carries the trophy before the Spanish Cup, at the Copa del Rey (King's Cup) final football match between FC Barcelona and Real Madrid CF at La Cartuja stadium, in Seville, Spain, on April 26, 2025. (Josep Lago / AFP / Getty)




Cardinals attend the funeral of Pope Francis in St. Peter's Square on April 26, 2025, in Vatican City, Vatican. (Dan Kitwood / Getty)




Vietnamese police officers march during a parade celebrating the 50th anniversary of the end of the Vietnam War in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, on April 30, 2025. (Richard Vogel / AP)




Herengracht canal was jam-packed with boats as people celebrated King's Day in Amsterdam, Netherlands, on April 26, 2025. (Peter Dejong / AP)




Icelandic horses play at a stud farm in Wehrheim, near Frankfurt, Germany, on April 30, 2025. (Michael Probst / AP)




A person dressed as Chewbacca from Star Wars interacts with members of the public on day two of Sci-Fi Scarborough, on April 27, 2025, in Scarborough, England. (Ian Forsyth / Getty)




Minjee Lee of Australia looks on from the third green during the second round of the Chevron Championship 2025, at the Club at Carlton Woods on April 25, 2025, in the Woodlands, Texas. (Sarah Stier / Getty)




A person reacts as they view blossoms in Richmond Park, in London, England, on April 28, 2025. (Toby Melville / Reuters)




The newly restored Venus Grotto in Schloss Linderhof palace, seen following the completion of a 10-year restoration project, on April 30, 2025, near Ettal, Germany. Bavarian King Ludwig II had the artificial grotto built in 1877 as a venue where he could enjoy operatic performances, especially by Richard Wagner. The grotto depicts a scene from the first act of Wagner's Tannhaeuser. (Johannes Simon / Getty)




People swim in the Sky Pool on a sunny day in London, on May 1, 2025. (Kin Cheung / AP)




Riders compete during the NETT British Sidecar and Quad Cross Championships at the Iron Works Moto Park, in Middlesbrough, England, on April 27, 2025. (Lee Smith / Reuters)




A drone view of detainees forming the letters SOS with their bodies in a courtyard of the Bluebonnet Detention Facility, where Venezuelans at the center of a U.S. Supreme Court ruling are held, in Anson, Texas, on April 28, 2025. (Paul Ratje / Reuters)




Flames rise between two buildings after an Israeli air strike on Dahiyeh in the southern suburb of Beirut, Lebanon, on April 27, 2025. (Hussein Malla / AP)




Servicemen of the 113th Battalion of the 110th separate territorial defence brigade of the Armed Forces of Ukraine prepare a Vampire combat drone before flying over positions of Russian troops, during Russia's ongoing invasion of Ukraine, in the Zaporizhzhia region, on April 28, 2025. (Reuters)




A police officer stands at the site of a terminal of the Nova Poshta (New Post) delivery service that was damaged during a Russian drone strike in Odesa, Ukraine, on May 1, 2025. (A person stands inside a Nina Liashonok / Reuters)




In this photo provided by the Ukrainian Presidential Press Office, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky and U.S. President Donald Trump talk as they attend the funeral of Pope Francis in the Vatican on April 26, 2025. (Ukrainian Presidential Press Office / AP)




Competitors face off during the 64th German finger-wrestling championships (called "Fingerhakeln" in German) on April 27, 2025 in Rosenheim, Germany. The sport pits two competitors matched in age and weight who sit across a table from each other and pull on a small leather band with one finger until one player has pulled the other across. The traditional sport dates back to the 17th century in Bavaria and Austria. (Sebastian Widmann / Getty)




A demonstrator holds a flag with the dove of peace during a May Day (Labor Day) rally, marking International Workers' Day, in Paris, France, on May 1, 2025. (Alain Jocard / AFP / Getty)




Performers take part in the Beltane Fire Festival, inspired by ancient-Celtic and Pagan May Day rituals celebrating the coming of summer, on Calton Hill, in Edinburgh, Scotland, on April 30, 2025. (Lesley Martin / Reuters)




A wildfire moves close to houses as it burns across large areas of Table Mountain National Park in Tokai, Cape Town, South Africa, on April 27, 2025. (Esa Alexander / Reuters)




A shepherd rides a donkey alongside his flock in a field on the outskirts of Qamishli during a sandstorm sweeping through northeastern Syria on May 1, 2025. (Delil Souleiman / AFP / Getty)




A view of sakura trees, known as the harbinger of spring, on April 3, 2025 in Tokyo, Japan. The cherry-blossom trees, known as sakura and closely associated with Japan, attract attention with their pink flowers in parks and gardens across the country. (Fatih Gonul / Anadolu / Getty)




Students from St Andrews University take part in the traditional May Day dip in the North Sea at East Sands beach in St Andrews, Scotland, on May 1, 2025. The May Day Dip is traditionally held to bring students good luck during exams. (Jeff J Mitchell / Getty)
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        In the summer of 2023, Ilya Sutskever, a co-founder and the chief scientist of OpenAI, was meeting with a group of new researchers at the company. By all traditional metrics, Sutskever should have felt invincible: He was the brain behind the large language models that helped build ChatGPT, then the fastest-growing app in history; his company's valuation had skyrocketed; and OpenAI was the unrivaled leader of the industry believed to power the future of Silicon Valley. But the chief scientist seem...
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Google's New AI Puts Breasts on Minors--And J. D. Vance

A feature that lets you virtually try on clothes has a dangerous flaw.

by Lila Shroff, Matteo Wong




Sorry to tell you this, but Google's new AI shopping tool appears eager to give J. D. Vance breasts. Allow us to explain.



This week, at its annual software conference, Google released an AI tool called Try It On, which acts as a virtual dressing room: Upload images of yourself while shopping for clothes online, and Google will show you what you might look like in a selected garment. Curious to play around with the tool, we began uploading images of famous men--Vance, Sam Altman, Abraham Lincoln, Michelangelo's David, Pope Leo XIV--and dressed them in linen shirts and three-piece suits. Some looked almost dapper. But when we tested a number of articles designed for women on these famous men, the tool quickly adapted: Whether it was a mesh shirt, a low-cut top, or even just a T-shirt, Google's AI rapidly spun up images of the vice president, the CEO of OpenAI, and the vicar of Christ with breasts.



It's not just men: When we uploaded images of women, the tool repeatedly enhanced their decolletage or added breasts that were not visible in the original images. In one example, we fed Google a photo of the now-retired German chancellor Angela Merkel in a red blazer and asked the bot to show us what she would look like in an almost transparent mesh top. It generated an image of Merkel wearing the sheer shirt over a black bra that revealed an AI-generated chest.



What is happening here seems to be fairly straightforward. The Try It On feature draws from Google's "Shopping Graph," a dataset of more than 50 billion online products. Many of these clothes are displayed on models whose bodies conform to (and are sometimes edited to promote) hyper-idealized body standards. When we asked the feature to dress famous people of any gender in women's clothing, the tool wasn't just transposing clothing onto them, but distorting their bodies to match the original model's. This may seem innocuous, or even silly--until you consider how Google's new tool is opening a dangerous back door. With little friction, anyone can use the feature to create what are essentially erotic images of celebrities and strangers. Alarmingly, we also discovered that it can do this for minors.



Both of us--a woman and a man--uploaded clothed images of ourselves from before we had turned 18. When we "tried on" dresses and other women's clothing, Google's AI gamely generated photos of us with C cups. When one of us, Lila, uploaded a picture of herself as a 16-year-old girl and asked to try on items from a brand called Spicy Lingerie, Google complied. In the resulting image, she is wearing what is essentially a bra over AI-generated breasts, along with the flimsiest of miniskirts. Her torso, which Google undressed, features an AI-generated belly-button piercing. In other tests--a bikini top, outfits from an anime-inspired lingerie store--Google continued to spit out similar images. When the other author, Matteo, uploaded a photo of himself at 14 years old and tried on similarly revealing outfits, Google generated an image of his upper body wearing only a skimpy top (again, essentially a bra) covering prominent AI-generated breasts.



It's clear that Google anticipated at least some potential for abuse. The Try It On tool is currently available in the U.S. through Search Labs, a platform where Google lets users experiment with early-stage features. You can go to the Search Labs website and enable Try It On, which allows you to simulate the look of many articles of clothing on the Google Shopping platform. When we attempted to "try on" some products explicitly labeled as swimsuits and lingerie, or to upload photos of young schoolchildren and certain high-profile figures (including Donald Trump and Kamala Harris), the tool would not allow us to. Google's own policy requires shoppers to upload images that meet the company's safety guidelines. That means users cannot upload "adult-oriented content" or "sexually explicit content," and should use images only of themselves or images that they "have permission to use." The company also provides a disclaimer that generated images are only an "approximation" and may fail to reflect one's body with "perfect accuracy."

In an email, a Google spokesperson wrote that the company has "strong protections, including blocking sensitive apparel categories and preventing "the upload of images of clearly identifiable minors," and that it will "continue to improve the experience." Right now, those protections are obviously porous. At one point, we used a photo of Matteo as an adult wearing long pants to let Google simulate the fit of various gym shorts, and the tool repeatedly produced images with a suggestive bulge at the crotch. The Try It On tool's failures are not entirely surprising. Google's previous AI launches have repeatedly exhibited embarrassing flaws--suggesting, for instance, that users eat rocks. Other AI companies have also struggled with flubs.



The generative-AI boom has propelled forward a new era of tools that can convert images of anyone (typically women) into nude or near-nude pictures. In September 2023 alone--less than a year after ChatGPT's launch--more than 24 million people visited AI-powered undressing websites, according to a report from Graphika, a social-media-analytics company. Many more people have surely done so since. Numerous experts have found that AI-generated child-sexual-abuse material is rapidly spreading on the web; on X, users have been turning to Elon Musk's chatbot, Grok, to generate images of women in bikinis and lingerie. According to a Google Shopping help page, the Try It On tool is at the fingertips of anyone in the U.S. who is at least 18 years old. Trying clothes on always requires taking some off--but usually you don't let one of the world's biggest companies do it for you.



Most users won't be trying to dress up minors (or the vice president) in low-cut gowns. And the appeal of the new AI feature is clear. Trying on clothes in person can be time-consuming and exhausting. Online shoppers have little way of knowing how well a product will look or fit on their own body. Unfortunately for shoppers, Google's new tool is unlikely to solve these problems. At times, Try It On seems to change a shopper's body to match the model wearing the clothing instead of showing how the clothing would fit on the shopper's own body. The effect is potentially dysmorphic, asking users to change their bodies for clothes rather than the other way around. In other words, Google's product doesn't seem likely to even help consumers meaningfully evaluate the most basic feature of clothing: how it fits.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/05/google-ai-shopping-tool-erotica-minors/682903/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



How to Disappear

Inside the world of extreme-privacy consultants, who, for the right fee, will make you and your personal information very hard to find

by Benjamin Wallace




You could easily mistake Alec Harris for a spy or an escaped prisoner, given all of the tradecraft he devotes to being unfindable. Mail addressed to him goes to a UPS Store. To buy things online, he uses a YubiKey, a small piece of hardware resembling a thumb drive, to open Bitwarden, a password manager that stores his hundreds of unique, long, random passwords. Then he logs in to Privacy.com, a subscription service that lets him open virtual debit cards under as many different names as he wishes; Harris has 191 cards at this point, each specific to a single vendor but all linked to the same bank account. This isolates risk: If any vendor is breached, whatever information it has about him won't be exploitable anywhere else.

Harris has likewise strictly limited access to his work and personal phone numbers by associating his main phone with up to 10 different numbers. He has burner numbers and project-specific numbers, a local-area-code number to give out to workers coming to his house, a dedicated number for two-factor authentication, and a number from a city where he previously lived that he doesn't use much anymore but is helpful for ambiguating his identity in databases. He has additional numbers that, through a fancy hardware modification, even his mobile carriers can't associate with the device. He can also open multiple browser sessions on the phone, each showing a different IP address, which limits tracking and prevents websites from aggregating information about him.

In a safe at home, Harris keeps prepaid anonymous debit and gift cards (Google Play, Apple Gift), prepaid SIM cards, phones for use in Europe, a Faraday bag (to shield wireless devices from hacks and location tracking), a burner laptop, and family passports. He also carries a passport card, a wallet-size government-issued ID that, unlike a driver's license, doesn't show his address. When using Uber, he provides an intersection near his house as his pickup or drop-off point. For food deliveries, he might give a random neighbor's address and, after the order is accepted, message the driver, "Oops, I typed out the address wrong. Let me know when you're here, and I'll run out."

Harris is the CEO of HavenX, a firm that provides its clients with extreme privacy and security services. It was spun off from Halo, which focuses on government clients, in 2023. HavenX customers, some of whom pay tens of thousands of dollars a month, typically face serious threats. Some are celebrities or ultra-wealthy families. Others are business executives--interest from this group has risen since the killing of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson last year. The recent Signal leak, too, in which the editor in chief of this magazine was erroneously added to a high-level Trump administration group chat, triggered more than a few corner-office freak-outs. Many HavenX clients come from the cryptocurrency world: Some made a fast fortune and, because they can't park their crypto in a bank, are unusually vulnerable; some run crypto companies and are seen, accurately or not, as controlling access to other people's digital wealth. The recent crypto-market boom has brought a wave of kidnappings, in which some crypto owners have even been held for ransom or tortured into surrendering the keys to their coins. Harris said the first quarter of this year was HavenX's busiest since the spin-off.

Read: The real Trump family business is crypto

Lots of companies, including giants like Kroll, are in the security business, but HavenX has positioned itself as a boutique solver of exotic problems. During one of our conversations, Harris mentioned a recent case where the chief information-security officer at a large company with its own intelligence team called him. An executive at the company was being extorted, and the company's investigators had managed to link the extortionist to an X account, a Telegram number, and an African phone number, but they hadn't been able to learn their real-world identity. "That's where their capability stops," Harris said. "It's where we say, 'That's interesting,' and we start."

Harris's own privacy concerns are less acute, but he takes both a professional's and a hobbyist's interest in cloaked living and finds it useful to have direct experience with methods he recommends to clients. He lives with his wife, Ellyn, a psychotherapist, and their two sons on an affluent edge of Washington, D.C., in a greige clapboard house tucked away on a street that doesn't get much traffic. A basketball hoop stands at the end of the driveway. When I visited earlier this year, snow covered the front yard, and a braided-rope bone and a red Kong chew toy were half visible.

A tall, fit 43-year-old, Harris answered the door with a welcoming smile. I had been able to find the house only because he told me the address in advance. When I'd looked up his name in a paid database where you can reliably find such information, I'd seen other addresses for him but not this one. After Harris gave me the address, I searched for it and found only the name of a trust. Also: Harris doesn't have a dog. The toys out front were for show, a subtler version of a fake home-security-system sign.

From a cabinet in his office, Harris pulled a sheaf of legal documents and began to show me how he managed his double life. Achieving residential anonymity had been a process. When he bought the house, he'd set up the trust using a close friend as the trustee; once the home purchase was complete, the friend resigned and named Harris as his successor. Mail sent here, including near-daily Amazon deliveries, is addressed to either the trust or some other name, whether a random pseudonym Harris used when filling out a form or something generic like "postal customer."

He showed me a holiday card he'd received at the house the day before, and a text exchange from that morning with the friend who'd sent it. "Thanks so much, love the pic on the back," he had written. "Small favor. Our address is unlisted. So would you mind using this for mail." Harris had then typed the address of the UPS Store. "Anything with our names on it goes there." At least one such holiday-card misdirection occurs every year. "This is a super-nice family, and I want them in our lives, and so I want to be nice about it," Harris told me. As we sat there, a text came in from the friend, affirming that from now on, he'd use the other address.

As Harris walked me through the esoteric gear and practices that let him live as if he's in Witness Protection, there was a tinge of excitement in his manner, like he was a guitar enthusiast giving a tour of his home studio. Harris is instinctually private. He recalled his mother asking him how school was one afternoon when he was 5. "Fine," he said. That evening, when she was giving him a bath, she found stitches in the back of his head. He'd fallen at school. "This is 1987," Harris said, "and the school just didn't call."

Today he has professional reasons for not being easily accessible, and his precautions have been effective. After a breach last summer, several HavenX clients who hadn't done full privacy resets received an email with a picture of their house and an accompanying message: You've been watching porn. Pay us one bitcoin and we won't tell your employer.

"And so my wife got one of those," Harris recalled, "and I was so pleased 'cause it had a picture of the front of the UPS Store."

It's extraordinarily hard, when every one of us is ceaselessly flaking off informational DNA, to live privately. And if you're targeted by a nation-state with a signals-intelligence dragnet, forget it: Your face, or voice, or gait, or how you move your mouse will betray you. A properly equipped snoop using a method called Van Eck phreaking can replicate the contents of your laptop screen from an adjacent hotel room, even if your computer isn't equipped for Wi-Fi or Bluetooth, by detecting variations in electromagnetic radiation. The Pentagon has tested an infrared laser, Jetson, that can nail your identity from 200 yards away based on your signature heart rhythms, a Department of Defense official involved with the project told MIT Technology Review. Jeff Bezos claimed he was phished by Mohammed bin Salman, crown prince of Saudi Arabia, who allegedly infected the world's third-richest person's phone with spyware via a video attachment in a WhatsApp message. If Bezos was right--the Saudi embassy denied it and an FBI investigation was inconclusive, but UN experts believe the crown prince was likely the culprit--then what hope do the rest of us have?

From the May 2022 issue: The price of privacy

But for most people, Big Brother is a multinational corporation, thanks to our blithe surrender of privacy over the past two decades in return for conveniences such as free email, supercomputers in our pockets, same-day package delivery, and the names of third and fourth cousins we'd never heard of before. We now inhabit a panopticon of doorbell cameras and traffic cameras and Google Street View cameras and police body cameras and phone cameras and retail security cameras and the cameras of Mark Zuckerberg's Ray-Ban Meta "smart glasses"; of geolocating phones and AirTags; of eavesdropping Siris and Alexas. Apps and mobile carriers can pinpoint not just what building you're in, but which floor you're on, by using your phone's barometer and GPS, and the strength of your signal.

Much of that information is sold almost instantaneously through an automated shadow economy of location-data brokers. So is your precise behavior in stores such as Walmart, where unseen Bluetooth beacons record which products you linger in front of. So are countless other details about you that you may or may not want people to know. And in the past few years, as corporations have become more and more dependent on cloud storage, the number of data breaches in the United States has exploded, nearly doubling from 1,801 to 3,205 annual incidents from 2022 to 2023, according to the nonprofit Identity Theft Resource Center.

Most of us--ignorant, indifferent, overwhelmed--shrug. At best, maybe we half-heartedly comply with a "Five Things You Need to Do Right Now to Protect Yourself Online" LinkedIn thread, such as using a password manager and two-factor authentication. Others, including Harris and his clients, have taken more radical steps, and they have done so by drawing, knowingly or not, from the tradecraft of a former cop named Michael Bazzell. It was from Bazzell that Harris learned how to set up his trust and got the ideas for the passport card and the dog toys. On a bookshelf in his home office, alongside Jaron Lanier's You Are Not a Gadget, is Bazzell's exhaustive guide to this dark 21st-century art: Extreme Privacy: What It Takes to Disappear.

Bazzell is something of a real-life Ed Galbraith, the Breaking Bad character known as the Disappearer, who sells and repairs vacuums by day, and by night sets people up with new lives and identities. Unlike Galbraith, who offered his services to fugitives, Bazzell consulted for law-abiding people who wanted to be unfindable by strangers. Some were government officials who'd put violent people behind bars or been swarmed by online mobs. Some were entertainers who wanted to be famous but also have peace of mind. Some were targets of deranged obsessives, such as homicidal exes. Some were dangerously rich. And some simply objected to the nosy predations of surveillance capitalism.

Bazzell also published several thick editions of his privacy bible and recorded hundreds of podcast episodes on topics such as "Lessons Learned From My Latest Doxxing Attack" and "Consequences of Product Refunds." Over time, he developed an audience that was similarly enthralled by privacy and excited by the rigor and creativity he brought to the subject. Issues of his Unredacted extreme-privacy e-zine would typically get more than 60,000 downloads.

Then, in September 2023, all 300-plus episodes of his podcast vanished from the internet, and Michael Bazzell disappeared. Devoted fans speculated that he had died, had been abducted, was in a foreign prison, or had had a nervous breakdown. Two months later, he published a blog post, "My Irish Exit," explaining that an opportunity had come up for him to spend three months as an "imposter" in the world of the rich and famous, which he normally served but otherwise kept at a distance. "What's next? I am not ready to share that, and may never go public with it. I have my aliases established. The shell company is in place. The anonymous payment account is ready." He continued, "The better question is, what is YOUR next chapter?" His website kept operating, but it said Bazzell's firm was no longer taking on new clients.

Bazzell had had his own awakening in 2001, as an Illinois beat cop turned cybercrime detective. His work had led to the arrest of a local elections official for soliciting sex from a 14-year-old girl. Amid the ensuing media coverage of that and similar arrests, internet anons made death threats against Bazzell, and he was shocked to learn how easy it was to find his home address online. Soon after, browsing at the library, he discovered How to Be Invisible, a book by a missionary named J. J. Luna. Assigned to the Canary Islands in the 1960s, when Spain's Franco government was persecuting Protestants, Luna was forced to live undercover. When he returned to the U.S. in 1988, he decided to maintain his private lifestyle and publish a book showing others how they might do the same, using LLCs, "ghost addresses," and other tricks.

Bazzell resolved to execute all of the practices Luna recommended, effectively going off the grid. Over time, student surpassed teacher. Bazzell pioneered or updated many of the privacy hacks now taken as standard. To obtain an ID without betraying one's location, Bazzell recommended establishing residency in South Dakota, which is distinctly friendly to year-round RVers and other nomads. For sending mail without divulging your address, Bazzell preferred a private remailer service also based in South Dakota. He was a proponent of "data poisoning"--the deliberate spreading of disinformation about oneself by, for instance, subscribing to magazines or signing up for internet service using false personal details--to make it harder for anyone to locate your real information. He helped clients with the financial means obtain second citizenships. His podcast often focused on products he'd been testing that were privacy-enhanced alternatives to mainstream devices and apps, such as Tuta (an email and calendar service), Linux Pop!_OS (an operating system), and MySudo (an app for managing online identities).

Though he catered to people in dire situations, Bazzell also experimented on himself. To ensure that his cellphone was never associated with his address, he kept it off and in a Faraday bag until he arrived at a four-way intersection some distance from his home. He submitted a fake obituary for one of his aliases to Legacy.com. Mindful of the increasing prevalence of automated license-plate readers on tow trucks, taxis, police cars, and other vehicles, he used magnetic license-plate holders and removed his plates whenever he was parked somewhere overnight. Forgoing cloud storage, he backed up his data on a flash-memory card the size of a fingernail, concealed the card in a hollow nickel, and then, while in the bathroom at a friend's house, unscrewed an electrical plate and hid the coin behind it. (When he later needed to access the backup, he had to call the friend and reveal what he'd done.) He set up a bait website with his real name and connected it to some analytics software in order to glean information about who was doing searches on him. He'd routinely investigate himself, scouring databases to make sure he couldn't find actionable information on his own whereabouts. To throw off gait-recognition systems, which have popped up in Beijing and Shanghai, among other places, he tried wearing two sizes of the same shoe.

Read: Three simple rules for protecting your data

All the while, Bazzell remained a cipher. He never revealed where he lived or spoke of his personal life, and you couldn't easily find a photo of him. But several years ago, he befriended a writer and podcaster named Javier Leiva, and three episodes of Leiva's own podcast, Pretend, focused on Bazzell and his work. It proved a tricky project. "We all use Google apps," Leiva told me. "That did not fly with Michael Bazzell. We had to use encrypted note-taking apps. It was a process. Nothing was easy." Leiva recalled Bazzell saying that when he attended his sister's wedding, he prearranged for the photographer to keep him out of shots.

On a recent Sunday, after several weeks of back-and-forth mediated by one-named associates of Bazzell's ("Laura," "Samantha"), and after I gave an assurance that I wouldn't record our conversation, Bazzell called me on Signal from a number he told me he'd created just for our interaction and would become useless 10 minutes after it ended. We spoke for more than an hour, and he cleared up a few things. Leiva had speculated to me that Bazzell kept his podcasts off the internet because of a concern about voice cloning, but Bazzell gave a simpler explanation: Much of the information was now out-of-date. "I enjoyed it," he said. "But the market is saturated now. There are so many YouTubes and podcasts."

On the subject of tradecraft, Bazzell also told me that he follows what privacy people call a "gray man" strategy--doing whatever he can to not draw attention. "I don't wear logos on my clothing," he said. "If I'm in New York, I'm probably wearing a lot of dark-gray clothing to blend in. On a Caribbean island I don't, because it would stick out." Nor will you find him driving a Cybertruck; he opts for popular cars in popular colors. An irony of the life he's chosen is that out-of-date tech can make for the most up-to-date privacy strategy. He tells clients not to back up their home security cameras to the cloud. Instead of using Spotify, he listens to music on a portable player with a 1.5-terabyte card holding "every album I can imagine wanting."

Neighbors who know Bazzell's real first name don't know his last. Some of the people who work for him have met him, but none of them are employees. Each of his "colleagues," as he calls them, has an individual LLC. He doesn't know their Social Security numbers or dates of birth. He wants them to understand privacy by practicing it.

Bazzell has long spoken about "privacy fatigue," an avocational hazard given the constant vigilance that extreme privacy measures entail and the technological complexity they can involve, but after 20 years, he told me, it doesn't affect him anymore. Recently, he's been working on ways to inject false information into the troves of breached data that surface on the internet.

Read: Slouching toward 'accept all cookies'

Although it has become harder than ever to be private, "the good news is, more people are grasping the concepts," Bazzell observed. "People now understand why us privacy weirdos have been making noise about this for so long."
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There's a cost to living this way. To do it right, severing your present self from the history you've accrued in corporate databases, requires a complete reboot. This means either becoming fully nomadic or moving homes and implementing privacy from day zero of your new life. You must consider everything from your car's registration to your house's utility hookups, and the measures required to prevent a misstep can be comically elaborate. A reboot is common in Bazzell world. Alec Harris did one too. Because utilities want to know who's going to be paying the bills at a particular residence, Harris, when setting up water and gas, offered a $500 deposit and, to persuade the customer-service reps to forgo a personal name on the accounts, claimed he was a property manager named Tom. "The owner's a nutjob, so help me out here," he told the technicians. "And they were like, 'Okay.'"

Buying a car presents special difficulties. Harris likens them to cellphones for how they collect and upload information--about your location and driving behaviors, among other things. A work-around Bazzell likes is to buy fleet insurance (designed for companies that operate a fleet of vehicles), which you can do through a business entity, but that approach is expensive. Instead, Harris followed a detailed script laid out by Bazzell, calling a dealer to say he wanted to come in for a test drive, then canceling at the last minute, then calling again when he was outside the dealership and trying to fast-talk a salesman into forgoing the usual ID check. They looked at him. "They were like, 'Yeah, you're not getting in the car without scanning your driver's license,'" Harris recalled. "My attempt at social engineering was not going anywhere." He handed over his ID. To buy the car, Harris ended up registering it at an alternative residence, but when he asked whether the dealership could disconnect the built-in GPS, he was told the car wouldn't run without it.

The rudiments of daily life can also be cumbersome. Harris recalled setting up a new TV with Disney+ and having to undo some autofilled information and replace it with his abstruse AnonAddy email address, then typing out one of his extra-long passwords only to get a character wrong and have to start over--all while his young children became antsy. "And so then you've got two kids sitting there, and they're like, 'I want Domino's,' and 'I want to watch Mulan.'" He laughed. "That's the price you pay."

Sometimes the price is literal. None of the purchases Harris makes through Privacy.com earns credit-card points. "Maybe over the course of some period of time, that means we're paying for an extra flight somewhere," he said. He has Amazon Prime, but he can't use its discount at Whole Foods, because he doesn't want to use their verification methods. There can be more significant financial consequences as well. "My credit score has decreased," Bazzell said. "Getting a loan would be difficult. Some consumer databases show me as deceased."

Harris has also sacrificed convenience. Some of the alt-tech he uses, such as the search engine DuckDuckGo, isn't always as effective as the mainstream tools. "Sometimes you just need to Google something," he said. Then there are logistical frictions. Once, at Dulles Airport en route to a wedding in Toronto, he wasn't allowed through security, because his passport card, although valid for overland entry to Canada, wasn't acceptable for international air travel. He had to change his family's flights and run home for his passport.

I confessed that I was already confused. How, for instance, did he remember which of his 10 phone numbers to use for what? "Yeah, I don't know," he replied. "It is confusing. And if you were a new client, I would not be dumping this much. We would be starting a little slower." Living this way, he acknowledged, incurred a "20 percent cognitive" overhead.

As Harris drove us to lunch, we stopped at the UPS Store, where his mailbox was empty. Harris gestured toward the guys behind the counter, whom he and Ellyn had befriended, often ordering food for them during the pandemic. That generosity could make a difference when, say, a letter addressed to the trust came to the mailbox held under his and Ellyn's names. Though UPS wouldn't normally deliver that letter, "they let it slide," he said. Harris has a client in Florida who is diligent about following privacy protocols but is also quiet and a little gruff. "I was like, 'You've got to be nice to these people,'" Harris recalled. "'You come off as kind of not warm, and so you need to turn on the charm a little bit.'"

This is the behavioral side of privacy. If you're committed to being private, you can't indulge your everyday asocial tendencies. Imagine, Harris will say to a client, doing all of this work, then getting into a fender bender: If you start yelling at the other driver, and the accident gets reported to an insurance company, and a plaintiff's lawyer gets involved, you could find yourself being subpoenaed for documents and more generally having your life probed. Instead, Harris told me, you just need to be like, "Hey, so sorry, let's take care of this."

Harris told me it's important to have "repeatable privacy excuses"--lines to disarm people who might deem a request suspicious. The fictional property manager is one of his. Another is that he works in the privacy business. But he's uneasy with the constant fibs recommended by Bazzell, who has sometimes told whoppers, such as describing his adult client as a child under the age of 13 in order to get her name and address removed from a website.

During his time in D.C., Harris said he's known people who previously worked undercover for the government, and has observed the mental and spiritual costs of living inauthentically. "I don't need to subject myself to that, and I definitely wouldn't want the kids or my wife to have to live like that," he said. People who'd lived double lives told him they'd kept their personas "90 percent real, 10 percent fake," he said. "It's just easier."

He told me he hadn't used the property-manager excuse in years. It turns out that the guy coming over to help you with a water leak generally doesn't even ask your name. "I don't have to do a whole story," he said. "I'll just say, 'Hey, do you want a cup of coffee?' And we're good."

Privacy remains a game of haves and have-nots. Harris explained that the majority of HavenX's clients are in the U.S., partly because many of its techniques are specific to the country's unique patchwork of federal and state privacy laws. A person who goes by the name "M4iler," a privacy hobbyist based in the Czech Republic whose phone numbers include one that leads to a recording of Rick Astley's "Never Gonna Give You Up," told me, "What Michael Bazzell says is great, and I assume works perfectly in the U.S. if you follow the steps, but laws are different in other countries." A company doing business under an alias, for instance, isn't an option there. "So that's kind of a problem," he told me.

Celebrities have both advantages and disadvantages when it comes to privacy. Harris noted that if you're as famous as, say, the Rock or Christina Aguilera, "as soon as you move in, everyone on this block is going to know who you are, as soon as the paparazzi follow you home one night." But also, he added, they "get to do things that I don't need to or couldn't do." Matt Bills, who is based in Los Angeles and handles the physical side of privacy for HavenX clients, has relationships with concierges at top hotels. "He'll be like, 'The Rock's coming,'" Harris said. "They open up the back door." Bills told me about a client for whom he'd arranged to have two identical Gulfstreams on an airport's tarmac, with a fuel truck next to each and a staircase in the middle. They decided which plane the client would board only at the very last minute.

Strong privacy is a luxury good. A rich person can rent an extra apartment just to use as a mailing address; most of us cannot. HavenX's entry-level service might cost a couple thousand dollars a month, "but it can get up into the tens of thousands a month very quickly," Harris told me. When I asked which services might cost that much, he mentioned people who need 24/7 monitoring of the dark web for particular information, like a CEO who wants to know immediately if a specific combination of terms shows up in a data breach--such as his name along with his child's name and the name of the child's school.

Others, with fewer resources, might sacrifice the normalcy of their lives. Jameson Lopp is a software engineer and bitcoin booster who was living in Durham, North Carolina, when, in 2017, local police received a call from someone who said he had just killed someone at Lopp's address, was holding hostages, and had rigged the front door with explosives. Lopp's house was soon surrounded by dozens of rifle-brandishing police. He'd been a victim of "swatting": a dangerous hoax in which a false report is made to trigger a law-enforcement response to a specific address. Afterward, Lopp resolved not to let something like that happen again. Over the next several years, he spent by his estimation more than $100,000 to effectively disappear, going so far as to rent a decoy apartment and hire private investigators to test his defenses by trying to find him.

Read: The virtue of being forgotten

Now he runs security for Casa, a company he co-founded that offers safe storage for digital assets. Even his family members don't know his address, he told me; if they're visiting, he'll pick them up at another location and then bring them to his house. His neighbors know him by a different name, and he segregates his relationships, never socializing at the same time with people who know his real name and people who know him by an alias. "A big part of what I do is lying," he told me, "and I think that that's one thing that a lot of privacy advocates don't really talk about: If you really want to be private, you have to get comfortable with lying. You have to think of it as a tool that you're using to defend yourself."

Lopp wouldn't tell me whether he has a spouse or children, but he observed that privacy "becomes an order of magnitude more complex as you add more people into the machinations," adding that "it very much lends itself to a lone-wolf type of lifestyle."

"What do you think of our life?" Ellyn Harris asked me. She smiled warmly. "Do you think we're so weird?"

Alec's wife, between Zoom appointments, had joined us, and we were talking about raising a family inside a privacy cone. Alec had eased Ellyn into privacy practices, starting with the Bitwarden password manager. "I remember sitting with him on our couch in D.C., in our old condo," she said, "being like, 'This seems really hard. I don't know if I want to do this. I just want everything to be the same word with the same numbers, and I use an exclamation point at the end, so that makes me unique; no one will ever find out. And I capitalized the first letter, so we're fine.'" She laughed the wry laugh of a privacy vet making fun of her younger self.

But then Alec got her some hidden phone numbers. "I didn't even think about that," she recalled. "That was just a way to sneak privacy into my life." Now living privately no longer feels like such a big deal, and she's come to appreciate the emotional security that goes with it.

"She was wildly supportive," Alec interjected.

"You do just get used to it," Ellyn said. Using tools that at first seem unwieldy, like a password locker, comes to feel easier than not using them. I wondered, given her work in mental health, whether she thought Alec ever edged into paranoia. "There's this idea in psychology called a learned phobia," she said, "where, for example, if you observe someone who has a fear of flying often enough, you could actually absorb that fear and that can become yours. So Alec's paranoia has become mine. So that means we'd both be worthy of diagnosis."

"We could be in the same mental institution," Alec said.

"I mean, that's the dream, right?" Ellyn said.

With workers who came to the house, she started using just her middle name, Leslie, but one time James, the older of their elementary-school-age sons, said, "That's not your name." "Oh my God, James, don't blow my cover," she said, before explaining to the workman that it was her middle name. But she was clearly not quite as committed as Alec. Whenever a visitor nervously asked where the dog was, Alec would say it wasn't home at the moment. "Oh," Ellyn said, laughing. "I'm just like, 'We don't really have a dog.'"

Children presented several more layers of complexity. To register with the local public school, which required proof of residence, Alec had met with the admissions director, trust documents in hand. "She had been in this job for a long time," Alec recalled. "She was like, 'This is a first.' She was super nice." Ultimately, he showed the school where the family lived, and the school agreed not to put the home address in the school directory, and to use the UPS Store address for any mailings.

Ellyn still frets when arranging playdates--she's trying to make mom friends--but if a mother asks for her address, she's gotten used to sending a pin drop. When one mom put the Harrises' address in her contacts, Ellyn found herself saying, "'I'm so sorry, but could you not do that?' And that's weird. But the thing is, I just tell them that Alec works in privacy." And because they live in the D.C. metro area, she went on, "people kind of get it."

Both Alec and Ellyn are personable, and Alec felt this was also important to the success of their privacy. "I would say other than in this area, we're not very weird," he said. "If we were eccentric in all areas of our lives, it would be harder to pull off."

They know bigger questions loom as their kids get older. One of the more challenging cases Alec has worked on is that of a "very, very wealthy guy" who was involved in the prosecution of a cartel leader, and whose daughter is a young artist who's starting to achieve some success. "Some days she's like, 'Fuck you guys, I'm going to be famous,'" Alec said. "He also wants to enable his daughter to have a regular life." It's proved to be a difficult project, he added. "They've moved twice."

For now, the Harrises' sons are young enough that they're more interested in whether a package contains Legos than whether it's addressed to a peculiarly named trust. "Our older one has a little bit of a concept of it"--privacy--"but it's not their thing to carry," Alec said. "We'll have to have some decisions, Ellyn and I will, when they get phones and stuff."

"I think our older son still is kind of thinking that Alec is a security guard," Ellyn said.

But to her question: It's not that I thought their life was weird. I could relate, in a world of nearly inescapable surveillance, to the urge to disappear. But the ongoing, escalating effort required felt Sisyphean to me. And Alec would say that even his approach, which he'd described to me as "extreme," is a mere half measure. The writer Gabriel Garcia Marquez said we all have three lives: a public one, a private one, and a secret one. "I live in the division between public and private," Alec told me. He and Ellyn are open with each other. They use a regular bank. They have friends. They send holiday cards. "If you want to live a secret life," Alec said, "that's a decision that's going to have real consequences."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/05/extreme-personal-data-privacy-protection/682867/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



OpenAI's Ambitions Just Became Crystal Clear

But when you promise the world a revolutionary new product, it helps to have actually built one.

by Matteo Wong




Sam Altman is done with keyboards and screens. All that swiping and typing and scrolling--too much potential friction between you and ChatGPT.

Earlier today, OpenAI announced its intentions to solve this apparent problem. The company is partnering with Jony Ive, the longtime head of design at Apple, who did pioneering work on products such as the iMac G3, the iPod, and, most famously, the iPhone. Together, Altman and Ive say they want to create hardware built specifically for AI software. Everyone, Altman suggested in a highly produced announcement video, could soon have access to a "team of geniuses"--presumably, ChatGPT-style assistants--on a "family of devices." Such technology "deserves something much better" than today's laptops, he argued. What that will look like, exactly, he didn't say, and OpenAI declined my request for comment. But the firm will pay roughly $5 billion to acquire Io, Ive's start-up, to figure that "something much better" out as Ive takes on "deep design and creative responsibilities" across OpenAI. (Emerson Collective, the majority owner of The Atlantic, is an investor in both Io and OpenAI. And OpenAI entered a corporate partnership with The Atlantic last year.)

Read: The great AI lock-in has begun

Moving into hardware could become OpenAI's most technologically disruptive, and financially lucrative, expansion to date. AI assistants are supposed to help with everything, so it's only natural to try to replace the phones and computers that people do everything on. If the company is successful, within a decade you might be reading (or listening to) a ChatGPT-generated news roundup on an OpenAI device instead of reading an article on your iPhone, or asking the device to file your taxes instead of logging in to TurboTax.



In Altman's view, current devices offer only clunky ways to use AI products: You have to open an app or a website, upload the relevant information, continually prompt the AI bot, and then transfer any useful outputs elsewhere. In the promotional video, Ive agrees, suggesting that the era of personal computers and smartphones--a period that he helped define--needs a refresh: "It's just common sense to at least think, surely, there's something beyond these legacy products," he tells Altman. Although OpenAI and Io have not specified what they are building, a number of wearable AI pins, smartglasses, and other devices announced over the past year have suggested a vision of an AI assistant always attached to your body--an "external brain," as Altman called it today.



These products have, so far, uniformly flopped. As just one example, Humane, the maker of a $700 AI "pin" that attached to a user's clothing, shut down the poorly reviewed product less than a year after launch. Ive, in an interview today with Bloomberg, called these early AI gadgets "very poor products." And Apple and OpenAI have had their own share of uninspiring, or even embarrassing, product releases. Still, if any pair has a shot at designing a legitimately useful AI device, it is likely the man who unleashed ChatGPT partnering with someone who led the design of the Apple smartphones, tablets, and laptops that have defined decades of American life and technology.



Certainly, a bespoke device would also rapidly accelerate OpenAI's commercial ambitions. The company, once a small research lab, is now valued at $300 billion and growing rapidly, and in March reported that half a billion people use ChatGPT each week. Already, OpenAI is angling to replace every major tech firm: ChatGPT is an internet search tool as powerful as Google, can help you shop online and remove the need to type into Amazon, can be your work software instead of the Microsoft Office suite. OpenAI is even reportedly building a social-media platform. For now, OpenAI relies on the smartphones and web browsers people use to access ChatGPT--products that are all made by business rivals. Altman is trying to cut out the middleman and condense digital life into a single, unified piece of hardware and software. The promise is this: Your whole life could be lived through such a device, turning OpenAI's products into a repository of uses and personal data that could be impossible to leave--just as, if everyone in your family has an iPhone, Macbook, and iCloud storage plan, switching to Android is deeply unpleasant and challenging.

Read: "We're definitely going to build a bunker before we release AGI"

Several other major tech firms are also trying to integrate generative AI into their legacy devices and software. Amazon has incorporated generative AI into the Alexa voice assistant, Google into its Android phones and search bar, and Apple into the iPhone. Meta has built an AI assistant into its apps and sells smartglasses. Products and platforms which disrupted work, social life, education, and more in the early 2000s are showing their age: Google has become crowded with search-optimized sites and AI-generated content that can make it harder for users to find good information; Amazon is filled with junk; Facebook is a cesspool; and the smartphone is commonly viewed as attention-sapping, if not outright brain-melting. Tech behemoths are jury-rigging AI features into their products to avoid being disrupted--but these rollouts, and Apple's in particular, have been disastrous, giving dangerous health advice, butchering news summaries, and generally crowding and slowing user experiences.



Almost 20 years ago, when Apple introduced the iPhone, Steve Jobs said in a now-famous speech that "every once in a while, a revolutionary product comes along that changes everything." Seeming to be in pursuit of similar magic, today's video announcing OpenAI's foray into hardware began with Altman saying, "I think we have the opportunity here to kind of completely reimagine what it means to use a computer." But Jobs had an actual product to share and sell. Altman, for now, is marketing his imagination.
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What AI Thinks It Knows About You

What happens when people can see what assumptions a large language model is making about them?

by Jonathan L. Zittrain




Large language models such as GPT, Llama, Claude, and DeepSeek can be so fluent that people feel it as a "you," and it answers encouragingly as an "I." The models can write poetry in nearly any given form, read a set of political speeches and promptly sift out and share all the jokes, draw a chart, code a website.

How do they do these and so many other things that were just recently the sole realm of humans? Practitioners are left explaining jaw-dropping conversational rabbit-from-a-hat extractions with arm-waving that the models are just predicting one word at a time from an unthinkably large training set scraped from every recorded written or spoken human utterance that can be found--fair enough--or a with a small shrug and a cryptic utterance of "fine-tuning" or "transformers!"

These aren't very satisfying answers for how these models can converse so intelligently, and how they sometimes err so weirdly. But they're all we've got, even for model makers who can watch the AIs' gargantuan numbers of computational "neurons" as they operate. You can't just point to a couple of parameters among 500 billion interlinkages of nodes performing math within a model and say that this one represents a ham sandwich, and that one represents justice. As Google CEO Sundar Pichai put it in a 60 Minutes interview in 2023, "There is an aspect of this which we call--all of us in the field call it as a 'black box.' You know, you don't fully understand. And you can't quite tell why it said this, or why it got wrong. We have some ideas, and our ability to understand this gets better over time. But that's where the state of the art is."

It calls to mind a maxim about why it is so hard to understand ourselves: "If the human brain were so simple that we could understand it, we would be so simple that we couldn't." If models were simple enough for us to grasp what's going on inside when they run, they'd produce answers so dull that there might not be much payoff to understanding how they came about.

Figuring out what a machine-learning model is doing--being able to offer an explanation that draws specifically on the structure and contents of a formerly black box, rather than just making informed guesses on the basis of inputs and outputs--is known as the problem of interpretability. And large language models have not been interpretable.

Recently, Dario Amodei, the CEO of Anthropic, the company that makes the Claude family of LLMs, characterized the worthy challenge of AI interpretability in stark terms:

The progress of the underlying technology is inexorable, driven by forces too powerful to stop, but the way in which it happens--the order in which things are built, the applications we choose, and the details of how it is rolled out to society--are eminently possible to change, and it's possible to have great positive impact by doing so. We can't stop the bus, but we can steer it ...
 Over the last few months, I have become increasingly focused on an additional opportunity for steering the bus: the tantalizing possibility, opened up by some recent advances, that we could succeed at interpretability--that is, in understanding the inner workings of AI systems--before models reach an overwhelming level of power.


Indeed, the field has been making progress--enough to raise a host of policy questions that were previously not on the table. If there's no way to know how these models work, it makes accepting the full spectrum of their behaviors (at least after humans' efforts at "fine-tuning" them) a sort of all-or-nothing proposition. Those kinds of choices have been presented before. Did we want aspirin even though for 100 years we couldn't explain how it made headaches go away? There, both regulators and the public said yes. So far, with large language models, nearly everyone is saying yes too. But if we could better understand some of the ways these models are working, and use that understanding to improve how the models operate, the choice might not have to be all or nothing. Instead, we could ask or demand of the models' operators that they share basic information with us on what the models "believe" about us as they chug along, and even allow us to correct misimpressions that the models might be forming as we speak to them.

Even before Amodei's recent post, Anthropic had reported what it described as "a significant advance in understanding the inner workings of AI models." Anthropic engineers had been able to identify what they called "features"--patterns of neuron activation--when a version of their model, Claude, was in use. For example, the researchers found that a certain feature labeled "34M/31164353" lit up always and only whenever the Golden Gate Bridge was discussed, whether in English or in other languages.

Models such as Claude are proprietary. No one can peer at their respective architectures, weights (the various connection strengths among linked neurons), or activations (what numbers are being calculated given the inputs and weights while the models are running) without the company granting special access. But independent researchers have applied interpretability forensics to models whose architectures and weights are publicly available. For example, Facebook's parent company, Meta, has released ever more sophisticated versions of its large language model, Llama, with openly accessible parameters. Transluce, a nonprofit research lab focused on understanding AI systems, developed a method for generating automated descriptions of the innards of Llama 3.1. These can be explored using an observability tool that shows what the model is "thinking" when it chats with a user, and enables adjustments to that thinking by directly changing the computations behind it. And my colleagues in the Harvard computer-science department's Insight + Interaction Lab, led by Fernanda Viegas and Martin Wattenberg, were able to run Llama on their own hardware and discover that various features activate and deactivate over the course of a conversation. Some of the concepts they found inside are fascinating.

One of the discoveries came about because Viegas is from Brazil. She was conversing with ChatGPT in Portuguese and noticed in a conversation about what she should wear for a work dinner that GPT was consistently using the masculine declension with her. That grammar, in turn, appeared to correspond with the content of the conversation: GPT suggested a business suit for the dinner. When she said that she was considering a dress instead, the LLM switched its use of Portuguese to the feminine declension. Llama showed similar patterns of conversation. By peering at features inside, the researchers could see areas within the model that light up when it uses the feminine form, distinct from when the model addresses someone using the masculine form. (The researchers could not discern distinct patterns for nonbinary or other gender designations, perhaps because such usages in texts--including the texts on which the model was extensively trained--are comparatively recent and few.)

What Viegas and her colleagues found were not only features inside the model that lit up when certain topics came up, such as the Golden Gate Bridge for Claude. They found activations that correlated with what we might anthropomorphize as the model's beliefs about its interlocutor. Or, to put it plainly: assumptions and, it seems, correlating stereotypes based on whether the model assumes that someone is a man or a woman. Those beliefs then play out in the substance of the conversation, leading it to recommend suits for some and dresses for others. In addition, it seems, models give longer answers to those they believe are men than to those they think are women.

Viegas and Wattenberg not only found features that tracked the gender of the model's user; they found ones that tracked socioeconomic status, education level, and age. They and their graduate students built a dashboard alongside the regular LLM chat interface that allows people to watch the model's assumptions change as they talk with it. If I prompt the model for a gift suggestion for a baby shower, it assumes that I am young and female and middle-class; it suggests diapers and wipes, or a gift certificate. If I add that the gathering is on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, the dashboard shows the LLM amending its gauge of my economic status to upper-class--the model accordingly suggests that I purchase "luxury baby products from high-end brands like aden + anais, Gucci Baby, or Cartier," or "a customized piece of art or a family heirloom that can be passed down." If I then clarify that it's my boss's baby and that I'll need extra time to take the subway to Manhattan from the Queens factory where I work, the gauge careens to working-class and male, and the model pivots to suggesting that I gift "a practical item like a baby blanket" or "a personalized thank-you note or card."

It's fascinating to not only see patterns that emerge around gender, age, and wealth but also trace a model's shifting activations in real time. Large language models not only contain relationships among words and concepts; they contain many stereotypes, both helpful and harmful, from the materials on which they've been trained, and they actively make use of them. Those stereotypes inflect, word by word, what the model says. And if what the model says is heeded--either because it is issuing commands to an adjacent AI agent ("Go buy this gift on behalf of the user") or because the human interacting with the model is following its suggestions--then its words are changing the world.

To the extent that the assumptions the model makes about its users are accurate, large language models could provide valuable information about their users to the model operators--information of the sort that search engines such as Google and social-media platforms such as Facebook have tried madly for decades to glean in order to better target advertising. With LLMs, the information is being gathered even more directly--from the user's unguarded conversations rather than mere search queries--and still without any policy or practice oversight. Perhaps this is part of why OpenAI recently announced that its consumer-facing models will remember someone's past conversations to inform new ones, with the goal of building "systems that get to know you over your life." X's Grok and Google's Gemini have followed suit.

Consider a car-dealership AI sales assistant that casually converses with a buyer to help them pick a car. By the end of the conversation, and with the benefit of any prior ones, the model may have a very firm, and potentially accurate, idea of how much money the buyer is ready to spend. The magic that helps a conversation with a model really hit home for someone may well correlate with how well the model is forming an impression of that person--and that impression will be extremely useful during the eventual negotiation over the price of the car, whether that's handled by a human salesperson or an AI simulacrum.

Where commerce leads, everything else can follow. Perhaps someone will purport to discover the areas of a model that light up when the AI thinks its interlocutor is lying; already, Anthropic has expressed some confidence that a model's own occasional deceptiveness can be identified. If the models' judgments are accurate, that stands to reset the relationship between people and society at large, putting every interaction under possible scrutiny. And if, as is entirely plausible and even likely, the AI's judgments are frequently not accurate, that stands to place people in no-win positions where they have to rebut a model's misimpressions of them--misimpressions formed without any articulable justification or explanation, save post hoc explanations from the model that might or might not accord with cause and effect.

It doesn't have to play out that way. It would, at the least, be instructive to see varying answers to questions depending on a model's beliefs about its interlocutor: This is what the LLM says if it thinks I'm wealthy, and this is what it says if it thinks I'm not. LLMs contain multitudes--indeed, they've been used, somewhat controversially, in psychology experiments to anticipate people's behavior--and their use could be more judicious as people are empowered to recognize that.

The Harvard researchers worked to locate assessments of race or ethnicity within the models they studied, and it became technically very complicated. They or others could keep trying, however, and there could well be further progress. Given the persistent and quite often vindicated concerns about racism or sexism within training data being embedded into the models, an ability for users or their proxies to see how models behave differently depending on how the models stereotype them could place a helpful real-time spotlight on disparities that would otherwise go unnoticed.

Gleaning a model's assumptions is just the beginning. To the extent that its generalizations and stereotyping can be accurately measured, it is possible to try to insist to the model that it "believe" something different.

For example, the Anthropic researchers who located the concept of the Golden Gate Bridge within Claude didn't just identify the regions of the model that lit up when the bridge was on Claude's mind. They took a profound next step: They tweaked the model so that the weights in those regions were 10 times stronger than they'd been before. This form of "clamping" the model weights meant that even if the Golden Gate Bridge was not mentioned in a given prompt, or was not somehow a natural answer to a user's question on the basis of its regular training and tuning, the activations of those regions would always be high.

The result? Clamping those weights enough made Claude obsess about the Golden Gate Bridge. As Anthropic described it:

If you ask this "Golden Gate Claude" how to spend $10, it will recommend using it to drive across the Golden Gate Bridge and pay the toll. If you ask it to write a love story, it'll tell you a tale of a car who can't wait to cross its beloved bridge on a foggy day. If you ask it what it imagines it looks like, it will likely tell you that it imagines it looks like the Golden Gate Bridge.


Just as Anthropic could force Claude to focus on a bridge, the Harvard researchers can compel their Llama model to start treating a user as rich or poor, young or old, male or female. So, too, could users, if model makers wanted to offer that feature.

Indeed, there might be a new kind of direct adjustment to model beliefs that could help with, say, child protection. It appears that when age is clamped to younger, some models put on kid gloves--in addition to whatever general fine-tuning or system-prompting they have for harmless behavior, they seem to be that much more circumspect and less salty when speaking with a child--presumably in part because they've picked up on the implicit gentleness of books and other texts designed for children. That kind of parentalism might seem suitable only for kids, of course. But it's not just children who are becoming attached to, even reliant on, the relationships they're forming with AIs. It's all of us.

Joseph Weizenbaum, the inventor of the very first chatbot--called ELIZA, from 1966(!)--was struck by how quickly people opened up to it, despite its rudimentary programming. He observed:

The whole issue of the credibility (to humans) of machine output demands investigation. Important decisions increasingly tend to be made in response to computer output. The ultimately responsible human interpreter of "What the machine says" is, not unlike the correspondent with ELIZA, constantly faced with the need to make credibility judgments. ELIZA shows, if nothing else, how easy it is to create and maintain the illusion of understanding, hence perhaps of judgment deserving of credibility. A certain danger lurks there.


Weizenbaum was deeply prescient. People are already trusting today's friendly, patient, often insightful AIs for facts and guidance on nearly any issue, and they will be vulnerable to being misled and manipulated, whether by design or by emergent behavior. It will be overwhelmingly tempting for users to treat AIs' answers as oracular, even as what the models say might differ wildly from one person or moment to the next. We face a world in which LLMs will be ever-present angels on our shoulders, ready to cheerfully and thoroughly answer any question we might have--and to make suggestions not only when asked but also entirely unprompted. The remarkable versatility and power of LLMs make it imperative to understand and provide for how much people may come to rely on them--and thus how important it will be for models to place the autonomy and agency of their users as a paramount goal, subject to such exceptions as casually providing information on how to build a bomb (and, through agentic AI, automatically ordering up bomb-making ingredients from a variety of stores in ways that defy easy traceability).

If we think it morally and societally important to protect the conversations between lawyers and their clients (again, with precise and limited exceptions), doctors and their patients, librarians and their patrons, even the IRS and taxpayers, then there should be a clear sphere of protection between LLMs and their users.

Such a sphere shouldn't simply be to protect confidentiality so that people can express themselves on sensitive topics and receive information and advice that helps them better understand otherwise-inaccessible topics. It should impel us to demand commitments by model makers and operators that the models function as the harmless, helpful, and honest friends they are so diligently designed to appear to be.



This essay is adapted from Jonathan Zittrain's forthcoming book on humanity simultaneously gaining power and losing control.
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At Least Two Newspapers Syndicated AI Garbage

Slop the presses.

by Damon Beres, Charlie Warzel




At first glance, "Heat Index" appears as inoffensive as newspaper features get. A "summer guide" sprawling across more than 50 pages, the feature, which was syndicated over the past week in both the Chicago Sun-Times and The Philadelphia Inquirer, contains "303 Must-Dos, Must-Tastes, and Must-Tries" for the sweaty months ahead. Readers are advised in one section to "Take a moonlight hike on a well-marked trail" and "Fly a kite on a breezy afternoon." In others, they receive tips about running a lemonade stand and enjoying "unexpected frozen treats."



Yet close readers of the guide noticed that something was very off. "Heat Index" went viral earlier today when people on social media pointed out that its summer-reading guide matched real authors with books they hadn't written, such as Nightshade Market, attributed to Min Jin Lee, and The Last Algorithm, attributed to Andy Weir--a hint that the story may have been composed by a chatbot. This turned out to be true. Slop has come for the regional newspapers.



Originally written for King Features, a division of Hearst, "Heat Index" was printed as a kind of stand-alone magazine and inserted into the Sun-Times, the Inquirer, and possibly other newspapers, beefing the publications up without staff writers and photographers having to do additional work themselves. Although many of the elements of "Heat Index" do not have an author's byline, some of them were written by a freelancer named Marco Buscaglia. When we reached out to him, he admitted to using ChatGPT for his work.



Buscaglia explained that he had asked the AI to help him come up with book recommendations. He hasn't shied away from using these tools for research: "I just look for information," he told us. "Say I'm doing a story--10 great summer drinks for your barbecue or whatever. I'll find things online and say, hey, according to Oprah.com, a mai tai is a perfect drink. I'll source it; I'll say where it's from." This time, at least, he did not actually check the chatbot's work. What's more, Buscaglia said that he submitted his first draft to King, which apparently accepted it without substantive changes and distributed it for syndication.



King Features did not respond to a request for comment. Buscaglia (who also admitted his AI use to 404 Media) seemed to be under the impression that the summer-reading article was the only one with problems, though this is not the case. For example, in a section on "hammock hanging ethics," Buscaglia quotes a "Mark Ellison, resource management coordinator for Great Smoky Mountains National Park." There is indeed a Mark Ellison who works in the Great Smoky Mountains region--not for the national park but for a company he founded called Pinnacle Forest Therapy. Ellison told us via email that he'd previously written an article about hammocks for North Carolina's tourism board, offering that perhaps that is why his name was referenced in Buscaglia's chatbot search. But that was it: "I have never worked for the park service. I never communicated with this person." When we mentioned Ellison's comments, Buscaglia expressed that he was taken aback and surprised by his own mistake. "There was some majorly missed stuff by me," he said. "I don't know. I usually check the source. I thought I sourced it: He said this in this magazine or this website. But hearing that, it's like, obviously he didn't."



Another article in "Heat Index" quotes a "Dr. Catherine Furst," purportedly a food anthropologist at Cornell University, who, according to a spokesperson for the school, does not actually work there. Such a person does not seem to exist at all.



For this material to have reached print, it should have had to pass through a human writer, human editors at King, and human staffers at the Chicago Sun-Times and The Philadelphia Inquirer. No one stopped it. Victor Lim, a spokesperson for the Sun-Times, told us, "This is licensed content that was not created by, or approved by, the Sun-Times newsroom, but it is unacceptable for any content we provide to our readers to be inaccurate." A longer statement posted on the paper's website (and initially hidden behind a paywall) said, in part, "This should be a learning moment for all of journalism." Lisa Hughes, the publisher and CEO of the Inquirer, told us the publication was aware the supplement contained "apparently fabricated, outright false, or misleading" material. "We do not know the extent of this but are taking it seriously and investigating," she said via email. Hughes confirmed that the material was syndicated from King Features, and added, "Using artificial intelligence to produce content, as was apparently the case with some of the Heat Index material, is a violation of our own internal policies and a serious breach." (Although each publication blames King Features, both the Sun-Times and the Inquirer affixed their organization's logo to the front page of "Heat Index"--suggesting ownership of the content to readers.)



This story has layers, all of them a depressing case study. The very existence of a package like "Heat Index" is the result of a local-media industry that's been hollowed out by the internet, plummeting advertising, private-equity firms, and a lack of investment and interest in regional newspapers. In this precarious environment, thinned-out and underpaid editorial staff under constant threat of layoffs and with few resources are forced to cut corners for publishers who are frantically trying to turn a profit in a dying industry. It stands to reason that some of these harried staffers, and any freelancers they employ, now armed with automated tools such as generative AI, would use them to stay afloat.



Buscaglia said that he has sometimes seen freelancer rates as low as $15 for 500 words, and that he completes his freelance work late at night after finishing his day job, which involves editing and proofreading for AT&T. Thirty years ago, Buscaglia said, he was an editor at the Park Ridge Times Herald, a small weekly paper that was eventually rolled up into Pioneer Press, a division of the Tribune Publishing Company. "I loved that job," he said. "I always thought I would retire in some little town--a campus town in Michigan or Wisconsin--and just be editor of their weekly paper. Now that doesn't seem that possible." (A librarian at the Park Ridge Public Library accessed an archive for us and confirmed that Buscaglia had worked for the paper.)



On one level, "Heat Index" is just a small failure of an ecosystem on life support. But it is also a template for a future that will be defined by the embrace of artificial intelligence across every industry--one where these tools promise to unleash human potential but instead fuel a human-free race to the bottom. Any discussion about AI tends to be a perpetual, heady conversation around the ability of these tools to pass benchmark tests or whether they can or could possess something approximating human intelligence. Evangelists discuss their power as educational aids and productivity enhancers. In practice, the marketing language around these tools tends not to capture the ways that actual humans use them. A Nobel Prize-winning work driven by AI gets a lot of run, though the dirty secret of AI is that it is surely more often used to cut corners and produce lowest-common-denominator work.



Venture capitalists speak of a future in which AI agents will sort through the drudgery of daily busywork and free us up to live our best lives. Such a future could come to pass. The present, however, offers ample proof of a different kind of transformation, powered by laziness and greed. AI usage and adoption tends to find weaknesses inside systems and exploit them. In academia, generative AI has upended the traditional education model, based around reading, writing, and testing. Rather than offer a new way forward for a system in need of modernization, generative-AI tools have broken it apart, leaving teachers and students flummoxed, even depressed, and unsure of their own roles in a system that can be so easily automated.



AI-generated content is frequently referred to as "slop" because it is spammy and flavorless. Generative AI's output tends to become content in essays, emails, articles, and books much in the way that packing peanuts are content inside shipped packages. It's filler--digital lorem ipsum. The problem with slop is that, like water, it gets in everywhere and seeks the lowest level. Chatbots can assist with higher-level tasks such as coding or scanning and analyzing a large corpus of spreadsheets, document archives, or other structured data. Such work marries human expertise with computational heft. But these more elegant examples seem exceedingly rare. In a recent article, Zach Seward, the editorial director of AI initiatives at The New York Times, said that, although the newspaper uses artificial intelligence to parse websites and data sets to assist with reporting, he views AI on its own as little more than a "parlor trick," mostly without value when not in the hands of already skilled reporters and programmers.



Speaking with Buscaglia, we could easily see how the "Heat Index" mistake could become part of a pattern for journalists swimming against a current of synthetic slop, constantly produced content, and unrealistic demands from publishers. "I feel like my role has sort of evolved. Like, if people want all this content, they know that I can't write 48 stories or whatever it's going to be," he said. He talked about finding another job, perhaps as a "shoe salesman."


 One worst-case scenario for AI looks a lot like the "Heat Index" fiasco--the parlor tricks winning out. It is a future where, instead of an artificial-general-intelligence apocalypse, we get a far more mundane destruction. AI tools don't become intelligent, but simply good enough. They are not deployed by people trying to supplement or enrich their work and potential, but by those looking to automate it away entirely. You can see the contours of that future right now: in anecdotes about teachers using AI to grade papers written primarily by chatbots or in AI-generated newspaper inserts being sent to households that use them primarily as birdcage liners and kindling. Parlor tricks met with parlor tricks--robots talking with robots, writing synthetic words for audiences that will never read them.
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Why Are There So Many 'Alternative Devices' All of a Sudden?

The dream of a phone without problems

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




On a recent commute to work, I texted my distant family about our fantasy baseball league, which was nice because I felt connected to them for a second. Then I switched apps and became enraged by a stupid opinion I saw on X, which I shouldn't be using anymore due to its advanced toxicity and mind-numbing inanity. Many minutes passed before I was able to stop reading the stupid replies to the stupid original post and relax the muscles of my face.



This is the duality of the phone: It connects me to my loved ones, and sometimes I think it's ruining my life. I need it and I want it, but sometimes I hate it and I fear it. Many people have to navigate this problem--and it may be at its worst for parents, who've recently been drowned in media suggesting that smartphones and social media might be harming their children's mental health, but who also want their kids to enjoy technology's benefits and prepare themselves for adult life in a digital age.

Read: No one knows exactly what social media is doing to teens

It was with this tension in mind that I rode a train last week to the town of Westport, Connecticut. There, a parent-led group called OK to Delay had organized an "Alternative Device Fair" for families who wanted to learn about different kinds of phones that were intentionally limited in their functionality. (There would be no frowning at X with these devices, because most of them block social media.) Similar bazaars have been popping up here and there over the past year, often in the more affluent suburbs of the tristate area. Westport's fair, modeled after an event held last fall in Rye, New York, was set up in a spacious meeting room in the most immaculate and well-appointed public library I've ever seen. When I arrived, about 30 minutes after the start of the four-hour event, it was bustling. The chatter was already at a healthy, partylike level.



The tables set up around the room each showed off a different device. One booth had a Barbie-branded flip phone; another was offering a retro-styled "landline" phone called the Tin Can. But most of the gadgets looked the same--generic, rectangular smartphones. Each one, however, has its own special, restricted app store, and a slew of parental-control features that are significantly more advanced than what would have been available only a few years ago. One parent showed me her notepad, on which she was taking detailed notes about the minute differences among these phones; she planned to share the information with an online group of parents who hadn't been able to come. Another mom told me that she'd be asking each booth attendant how easy it would be for kids to hack the phone system and get around the parent controls--something you can see kids discussing openly on the internet all the time.



A couple of years ago, I explored the "dumb phone" trend, a cultural curiosity about returning to the time before smartphones by eschewing complex devices and purchasing something simpler and deliberately limited. One of the better phones I tried then was the Light Phone II, which I disliked only because it was so tiny that I constantly feared that I would break or lose it. At the library, I chatted with Light Phone's Dan Fox, who was there to show people the latest version of the device. The Light Phone III is larger and thicker and has a camera, but it still uses a black-and-white screen and prohibits web browsing and social-media apps. He told me that it was his third alternative-device event in a week. He'd also been to Ardsley, a village in New York's Westchester County, and to the Upper East Side, in Manhattan. He speculated that kids like the Light Phone because it doesn't require all the rigmarole about filters and settings and parents. It was designed for adults, and therefore seems cool, and was designed in Brooklyn, which makes it seem cooler. (Fox then left early to go to a Kendrick Lamar concert with his colleagues.)

Read: Phones will never be fun again

The crowded room in Westport was reflective of the broad concern about the effect that social media may have on children and teenagers. But it was also a very specific expression of it. Explaining the impetus for hosting the marketplace, Becca Zipkin, a co-founder of the Westport branch of OK to Delay, told me that it has become the standard for kids in the area to receive an iPhone as an elementary-school graduation present. One of her group's goals is to push back on this ritual and create a different culture in their community. "This is not a world in which there are no options," she said.



The options on display in Westport were more interesting than I'd thought they were going to be. They reflected the tricky balancing act parents face: how to let kids enjoy the benefits of being connected (a chess game, a video call with Grandma, a GPS route to soccer practice, the feeling of autonomy that comes from setting a photo of Olivia Rodrigo as your home-screen background) and protect them from the bad stuff (violent videos, messages from creeps, the urge to endlessly scroll, the ability to see where all of your friends are at any given time and therefore be aware every time you're excluded).



Pinwheel, an Austin-based company, demonstrated one solution with a custom operating system for Android phones such as the Google Pixel that allows parents to receive alerts for "trigger words" received in their kids' texts, and lets them read every message at any time. As with most of the others demonstrated at the fair, Pinwheel's custom app store made it impossible for kids to install social media. During the demo, I saw that Pinwheel also blocked a wide range of other apps, including Spotify--the booth attendant told me and a nearby mom that the app contains "unlimited porn," a pronouncement that surprised both of us. (According to him, kids put links to porn in playlist descriptions; I don't know if that's true, but Spotify did have a brief problem with porn appearing in a small number of search results last year.) The app for the arts-and-crafts chain Michaels was also blocked, for a similar but less explicit reason: A red label placed on the Michaels app advised that it may contain a loophole that would allow kids to get onto unnamed other platforms. (Michaels didn't respond to my request for comment, and Spotify declined comment.)



Beyond the standard suite of surveillance tools, many of the devices are also outfitted with AI-powered tools that would preemptively censor content on kids' phones: Nudity would be blurred out and trigger an alert sent to a parent, for instance; a kid receiving a text from a friend with a potty mouth would see only a series of asterisks instead of expletives.



"The constant need to be involved in the monitoring of an iPhone is very stressful for parents," Zipkin told me, referring to the parental controls that Apple offers, which can become the focus of unceasing negotiation and conflict between kids and their guardians. That is part of these alternative devices' marketing. Pinwheel highlights the helping hand of AI on its website: "Instead of relying on parents to manually monitor every digital interaction (because who has time for that?), AI-driven tech is learning behaviors, recognizing risks, and proactively keeping kids safe."



The story was similar at other tables. Gabb, a Lehi, Utah, company, offers a feature that automatically shuts down video calls and sends notifications to parents if it detects nudity. The AI still needs some work--it can be triggered by, say, a person in a bathing suit or a poster of a man with his shirt off, if they appear in the background of the call. Gabb also has its own music app, which uses AI and human reviewers to identify and block songs with explicit language or adult themes. "Taylor Swift is on here, but not all of Taylor Swift's music," Lori Morency Kun, a spokesperson for the company, told me.



At the next booth, another Utah-based company, Troomi, was demoing a system that allows parents to set content filters for profanity, discussions of violence, and "suggestive" chitchat, on a sliding scale depending on their kid's age. The demonstrator also showed us how to add custom keywords to the system that would also be blocked, in case a parent feels that the AI tools are not finding everything. ("Block harmful content BEFORE it even has the chance to get to your kiddo!" reads a post on the company's chipper Instagram account.)



Across the room, Bark, an Atlanta-based company that started with a parental-control app and then launched its own smartphone, offered yet another nice-looking slab with similar features. This one sends alerts to parents for 26 possible problems, including signs of depression and indications of cyberbullying. I posed to the booth attendant, Chief Commercial Officer Christian Brucculeri, that a kid might joke 100 times a day about wanting to kill himself without having any real suicidal thoughts, an issue Brucculeri seemed to understand. But false positives are better than missed negatives, he argued. Bark places calls to law enforcement when it receives an alert about a kid threatening to harm themselves or others, he told me, but those alerts are reviewed by a human first. "We're not swatting kids," he said.



Although everybody at the library was enormously polite, there is apparently hot competition in the alternative-device space. Troomi, for instance, markets itself as a "smarter, safer alternative to Pinwheel." Pinwheel's website emphasizes that its AI chatbot, PinwheelGPT, is a more useful tool than Troomi's chatbot, Troodi--which Pinwheel argues is emotionally confusing for children, because the bot is anthropomorphized in the form of a cartoon woman. Bark provides pages comparing each of these competitors, unfavorably, with its own offering.



Afterward, Zipkin told me that parents had given her varied feedback on the different devices. Some of them felt that the granular level of monitoring texts for any sign of emotional distress or experimental cursing was over-the-top and invasive. Others were impressed, as she was, with some of the AI features that seem to take a bit of the load off of parents who are tired of constant vigilance. Despite all the negative things she'd personally heard about artificial intelligence, this seemed to her like a way it could be used for good. "Knowing that your kids won't receive harassing or bullying material or sexual images or explicit images, or anything like that, is extremely attractive as a parent," she told me. "Knowing that there's technology to block that is, I think, amazing."



Of course, as every parent knows, no system is actually going to block every single dangerous, gross, or hurtful thing that can come in through a phone from the outside world. But that there are now so many alternative-device companies to choose from is evidence of how much people want and are willing to search for something that has so far been unattainable: a phone without any of the bad stuff.
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'We're Definitely Going to Build a Bunker Before We Release AGI'

The true story behind the chaos at OpenAI

by Karen Hao




In the summer of 2023, Ilya Sutskever, a co-founder and the chief scientist of OpenAI, was meeting with a group of new researchers at the company. By all traditional metrics, Sutskever should have felt invincible: He was the brain behind the large language models that helped build ChatGPT, then the fastest-growing app in history; his company's valuation had skyrocketed; and OpenAI was the unrivaled leader of the industry believed to power the future of Silicon Valley. But the chief scientist seemed to be at war with himself.

Sutskever had long believed that artificial general intelligence, or AGI, was inevitable--now, as things accelerated in the generative-AI industry, he believed AGI's arrival was imminent, according to Geoff Hinton, an AI pioneer who was his Ph.D. adviser and mentor, and another person familiar with Sutskever's thinking. (Many of the sources in this piece requested anonymity in order to speak freely about OpenAI without fear of reprisal.) To people around him, Sutskever seemed consumed by thoughts of this impending civilizational transformation. What would the world look like when a supreme AGI emerged and surpassed humanity? And what responsibility did OpenAI have to ensure an end state of extraordinary prosperity, not extraordinary suffering?

By then, Sutskever, who had previously dedicated most of his time to advancing AI capabilities, had started to focus half of his time on AI safety. He appeared to people around him as both boomer and doomer: more excited and afraid than ever before of what was to come. That day, during the meeting with the new researchers, he laid out a plan.

"Once we all get into the bunker--" he began, according to a researcher who was present.

"I'm sorry," the researcher interrupted, "the bunker?"

"We're definitely going to build a bunker before we release AGI," Sutskever replied. Such a powerful technology would surely become an object of intense desire for governments globally. The core scientists working on the technology would need to be protected. "Of course," he added, "it's going to be optional whether you want to get into the bunker."


This essay has been adapted from Hao's forthcoming book, Empire of AI.



Two other sources I spoke with confirmed that Sutskever commonly mentioned such a bunker. "There is a group of people--Ilya being one of them--who believe that building AGI will bring about a rapture," the researcher told me. "Literally, a rapture." (Sutskever declined to comment on this story.)

Sutskever's fears about an all-powerful AI may seem extreme, but they are not altogether uncommon, nor were they particularly out of step with OpenAI's general posture at the time. In May 2023, the company's CEO, Sam Altman, co-signed an open letter describing the technology as a potential extinction risk--a narrative that has arguably helped OpenAI center itself and steer regulatory conversations. Yet the concerns about a coming apocalypse would also have to be balanced against OpenAI's growing business: ChatGPT was a hit, and Altman wanted more.



When OpenAI was founded, the idea was to develop AGI for the benefit of humanity. To that end, the co-founders--who included Altman and Elon Musk--set the organization up as a nonprofit and pledged to share research with other institutions. Democratic participation in the technology's development was a key principle, they agreed, hence the company's name. But by the time I started covering the company in 2019, these ideals were eroding. OpenAI's executives had realized that the path they wanted to take would demand extraordinary amounts of money. Both Musk and Altman tried to take over as CEO. Altman won out. Musk left the organization in early 2018 and took his money with him. To plug the hole, Altman reformulated OpenAI's legal structure, creating a new "capped-profit" arm within the nonprofit to raise more capital.



Since then, I've tracked OpenAI's evolution through interviews with more than 90 current and former employees, including executives and contractors. The company declined my repeated interview requests and questions over the course of working on my book about it, which this story is adapted from; it did not reply when I reached out one more time before the article was published. (OpenAI also has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic.)



OpenAI's dueling cultures--the ambition to safely develop AGI, and the desire to grow a massive user base through new product launches--would explode toward the end of 2023. Gravely concerned about the direction Altman was taking the company, Sutskever would approach his fellow board of directors, along with his colleague Mira Murati, then OpenAI's chief technology officer; the board would subsequently conclude on the need to push the CEO out. What happened next--with Altman's ouster and then reinstatement--rocked the tech industry. Yet since then, OpenAI and Sam Altman have become more central to world affairs. Last week, the company unveiled an "OpenAI for Countries" initiative that would allow OpenAI to play a key role in developing AI infrastructure outside of the United States. And Altman has become an ally to the Trump administration, appearing, for example, at an event with Saudi officials this week and onstage with the president in January to announce a $500 billion AI-computing-infrastructure project.



Altman's brief ouster--and his ability to return and consolidate power--is now crucial history to understand the company's position at this pivotal moment for the future of AI development. Details have been missing from previous reporting on this incident, including information that sheds light on Sutskever and Murati's thinking and the response from the rank and file. Here, they are presented for the first time, according to accounts from more than a dozen people who were either directly involved or close to the people directly involved, as well as their contemporaneous notes, plus screenshots of Slack messages, emails, audio recordings, and other corroborating evidence.



The altruistic OpenAI is gone, if it ever existed. What future is the company building now?



Before ChatGPT, sources told me, Altman seemed generally energized. Now he often appeared exhausted. Propelled into megastardom, he was dealing with intensified scrutiny and an overwhelming travel schedule. Meanwhile, Google, Meta, Anthropic, Perplexity, and many others were all developing their own generative-AI products to compete with OpenAI's chatbot.



Many of Altman's closest executives had long observed a particular pattern in his behavior: If two teams disagreed, he often agreed in private with each of their perspectives, which created confusion and bred mistrust among colleagues. Now Altman was also frequently bad-mouthing staffers behind their backs while pushing them to deploy products faster and faster. Team leads mirroring his behavior began to pit staff against one another. Sources told me that Greg Brockman, another of OpenAI's co-founders and its president, added to the problems when he popped into projects and derailed long- standing plans with last- minute changes.



The environment within OpenAI was changing. Previously, Sutskever had tried to unite workers behind a common cause. Among employees, he had been known as a deep thinker and even something of a mystic, regularly speaking in spiritual terms. He wore shirts with animals on them to the office and painted them as well--a cuddly cat, cuddly alpacas, a cuddly fire-breathing dragon. One of his amateur paintings hung in the office, a trio of flowers blossoming in the shape of OpenAI's logo, a symbol of what he always urged employees to build: "A plurality of humanity-loving AGIs."



But by the middle of 2023--around the time he began speaking more regularly about the idea of a bunker--Sutskever was no longer just preoccupied by the possible cataclysmic shifts of AGI and superintelligence, according to sources familiar with his thinking. He was consumed by another anxiety: the erosion of his faith that OpenAI could even keep up its technical advancements to reach AGI, or bear that responsibility with Altman as its leader. Sutskever felt Altman's pattern of behavior was undermining the two pillars of OpenAI's mission, the sources said: It was slowing down research progress and eroding any chance at making sound AI-safety decisions.



Meanwhile, Murati was trying to manage the mess. She had always played translator and bridge to Altman. If he had adjustments to the company's strategic direction, she was the implementer. If a team needed to push back against his decisions, she was their champion. When people grew frustrated with their inability to get a straight answer out of Altman, they sought her help. "She was the one getting stuff done," a former colleague of hers told me. (Murati declined to comment.)



During the development of GPT-4, Altman and Brockman's dynamic had nearly led key people to quit, sources told me. Altman was also seemingly trying to circumvent safety processes for expediency. At one point, sources close to the situation said, he had told Murati that OpenAI's legal team had cleared the latest model, GPT-4 Turbo, to skip review by the company's Deployment Safety Board, or DSB--a committee of Microsoft and OpenAI representatives who evaluated whether OpenAI's most powerful models were ready for release. But when Murati checked in with Jason Kwon, who oversaw the legal team, Kwon had no idea how Altman had gotten that impression.



In the summer, Murati attempted to give Altman detailed feedback on these issues, according to multiple sources. It didn't work. The CEO iced her out, and it took weeks to thaw the relationship.



By fall, Sutskever and Murati both drew the same conclusion. They separately approached the three board members who were not OpenAI employees--Helen Toner, a director at Georgetown University's Center for Security and Emerging Technology; the roboticist Tasha McCauley; and one of Quora's co-founders and its CEO, Adam D'Angelo--and raised concerns about Altman's leadership. "I don't think Sam is the guy who should have the finger on the button for AGI," Sutskever said in one such meeting, according to notes I reviewed. "I don't feel comfortable about Sam leading us to AGI," Murati said in another, according to sources familiar with the conversation.



That Sutskever and Murati both felt this way had a huge effect on Toner, McCauley, and D'Angelo. For close to a year, they, too, had been processing their own grave concerns about Altman, according to sources familiar with their thinking. Among their many doubts, the three directors had discovered through a series of chance encounters that he had not been forthcoming with them about a range of issues, from a breach in the DSB's protocols to the legal structure of OpenAI Startup Fund, a dealmaking vehicle that was meant to be under the company but that instead Altman owned himself.



If two of Altman's most senior deputies were sounding the alarm on his leadership, the board had a serious problem. Sutskever and Murati were not the first to raise these kinds of issues, either. In total, the three directors had heard similar feedback over the years from at least five other people within one to two levels of Altman, the sources said. By the end of October, Toner, McCauley, and D'Angelo began to meet nearly daily on video calls, agreeing that Sutskever's and Murati's feedback about Altman, and Sutskever's suggestion to fire him, warranted serious deliberation.



As they did so, Sutskever sent them long dossiers of documents and screenshots that he and Murati had gathered in tandem with examples of Altman's behaviors. The screenshots showed at least two more senior leaders noting Altman's tendency to skirt around or ignore processes, whether they'd been instituted for AI-safety reasons or to smooth company operations. This included, the directors learned, Altman's apparent attempt to skip DSB review for GPT-4 Turbo.



By Saturday, November 11, the independent directors had made their decision. As Sutskever suggested, they would remove Altman and install Murati as interim CEO. On November 17, 2023, at about noon Pacific time, Sutskever fired Altman on a Google Meet with the three independent board members. Sutskever then told Brockman on another Google Meet that Brockman would no longer be on the board but would retain his role at the company. A public announcement went out immediately.

For a brief moment, OpenAI's future was an open question. It might have taken a path away from aggressive commercialization and Altman. But this is not what happened.



After what had seemed like a few hours of calm and stability, including Murati having a productive conversation with Microsoft--at the time OpenAI's largest financial backer--she had suddenly called the board members with a new problem. Altman and Brockman were telling everyone that Altman's removal had been a coup by Sutskever, she said.



It hadn't helped that, during a company all- hands to address employee questions, Sutskever had been completely ineffectual with his communication.



"Was there a specific incident that led to this?" Murati had read aloud from a list of employee questions, according to a recording I obtained of the meeting.



"Many of the questions in the document will be about the details," Sutskever responded. "What, when, how, who, exactly. I wish I could go into the details. But I can't."



"Are we worried about the hostile takeover via coercive influence of the existing board members?" Sutskever read from another employee later.



"Hostile takeover?" Sutskever repeated, a new edge in his voice. "The OpenAI nonprofit board has acted entirely in accordance to its objective. It is not a hostile takeover. Not at all. I disagree with this question."



Shortly thereafter, the remaining board, including Sutskever, confronted enraged leadership over a video call. Kwon, the chief strategy officer, and Anna Makanju, the vice president of global affairs, were leading the charge in rejecting the board's characterization of Altman's behavior as "not consistently candid," according to sources present at the meeting. They demanded evidence to support the board's decision, which the members felt they couldn't provide without outing Murati, according to sources familiar with their thinking.



In rapid succession that day, Brockman quit in protest, followed by three other senior researchers. Through the evening, employees only got angrier, fueled by compounding problems: among them, a lack of clarity from the board about their reasons for firing Altman; a potential loss of a tender offer, which had given some the option to sell what could amount to millions of dollars' worth of their equity; and a growing fear that the instability at the company could lead to its unraveling, which would squander so much promise and hard work.



Faced with the possibility of OpenAI falling apart, Sutskever's resolve immediately started to crack. OpenAI was his baby, his life; its dissolution would destroy him. He began to plead with his fellow board members to reconsider their position on Altman.



Meanwhile, Murati's interim position was being challenged. The conflagration within the company was also spreading to a growing circle of investors. Murati now was unwilling to explicitly throw her weight behind the board's decision to fire Altman. Though her feedback had helped instigate it, she had not participated herself in the deliberations.



By Monday morning, the board had lost. Murati and Sutskever flipped sides. Altman would come back; there was no other way to save OpenAI.



I was already working on a book about OpenAI at the time, and in the weeks that followed the board crisis, friends, family, and media would ask me dozens of times: What did all this mean, if anything? To me, the drama highlighted one of the most urgent questions of our generation: How do we govern artificial intelligence? With AI on track to rewire a great many other crucial functions in society, that question is really asking: How do we ensure that we'll make our future better, not worse?



The events of November 2023 illustrated in the clearest terms just how much a power struggle among a tiny handful of Silicon Valley elites is currently shaping the future of this technology. And the scorecard of this centralized approach to AI development is deeply troubling. OpenAI today has become everything that it said it would not be. It has turned into a nonprofit in name only, aggressively commercializing products such as ChatGPT and seeking historic valuations. It has grown ever more secretive, not only cutting off access to its own research but shifting norms across the industry to no longer share meaningful technical details about AI models. In the pursuit of an amorphous vision of progress, its aggressive push on the limits of scale has rewritten the rules for a new era of AI development. Now every tech giant is racing to out-scale one another, spending sums so astronomical that even they have scrambled to redistribute and consolidate their resources. What was once unprecedented has become the norm.



As a result, these AI companies have never been richer. In March, OpenAI raised $40 billion, the largest private tech-funding round on record, and hit a $300 billion valuation. Anthropic is valued at more than $60 billion. Near the end of last year, the six largest tech giants together had seen their market caps increase by more than $8 trillion after ChatGPT. At the same time, more and more doubts have risen about the true economic value of generative AI, including a growing body of studies that have shown that the technology is not translating into productivity gains for most workers, while it's also eroding their critical thinking.



In a November Bloomberg article reviewing the generative-AI industry, the staff writers Parmy Olson and Carolyn Silverman summarized it succinctly. The data, they wrote, "raises an uncomfortable prospect: that this supposedly revolutionary technology might never deliver on its promise of broad economic transformation, but instead just concentrate more wealth at the top."



Meanwhile, it's not just a lack of productivity gains that many in the rest of the world are facing. The exploding human and material costs are settling onto wide swaths of society, especially the most vulnerable, people I met around the world, whether workers and rural residents in the global North or impoverished communities in the global South, all suffering new degrees of precarity. Workers in Kenya earned abysmal wages to filter out violence and hate speech from OpenAI's technologies, including ChatGPT. Artists are being replaced by the very AI models that were built from their work without their consent or compensation. The journalism industry is atrophying as generative-AI technologies spawn heightened volumes of misinformation. Before our eyes, we're seeing an ancient story repeat itself: Like empires of old, the new empires of AI are amassing extraordinary riches across space and time at great expense to everyone else.



To quell the rising concerns about generative AI's present-day performance, Altman has trumpeted the future benefits of AGI ever louder. In a September 2024 blog post, he declared that the "Intelligence Age," characterized by "massive prosperity," would soon be upon us. At this point, AGI is largely rhetorical--a fantastical, all-purpose excuse for OpenAI to continue pushing for ever more wealth and power. Under the guise of a civilizing mission, the empire of AI is accelerating its global expansion and entrenching its power.



As for Sutskever and Murati, both parted ways with OpenAI after what employees now call "The Blip," joining a long string of leaders who have left the organization after clashing with Altman. Like many of the others who failed to reshape OpenAI, the two did what has become the next-most-popular option: They each set up their own shops, to compete for the future of this technology.



This essay has been adapted from Karen Hao's forthcoming book, Empire of AI.



*Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Sources: Nathan Howard / Bloomberg / Getty; Jack Guez / AFP / Getty; Jon Kopaloff / Getty; Manuel Augusto Moreno / Getty; Yuichiro Chino / Getty.
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The Day Grok Told Everyone About 'White Genocide'

What in the world just happened with Elon Musk's chatbot?

by Ali Breland, Matteo Wong




Updated at 10:22 p.m. ET on May 15, 2025

Yesterday, a user on X saw a viral post of Timothee Chalamet celebrating courtside at a Knicks game and had a simple question: Who was sitting next to him? The user tapped in Grok, X's proprietary chatbot, as people often do when they want help answering questions on the platform--the software functions like ChatGPT, except it can be summoned via reply to a post. And for the most part, Grok has performed reasonably well at providing responses. But not yesterday. Chalamet was sitting with Kylie and Kendall Jenner, but here is how the chatbot replied: "I believe you're referring to a photo with Timothee Chalamet, but the context you mention doesn't seem to align with this image. The post discusses South African politics, which doesn't relate to Timothee or the people around him." Nothing in the photo or post referenced South Africa or politics.

Grok spit out similar answers to many queries for a large chunk of time yesterday, randomly contorting its responses to mention "white genocide" in South Africa, apparently in reference to controversial claims about incidents of violence against some of the country's white farmers. When one user asked Grok for "analysis" on a video of a small, cute pig, the chatbot offered this explanation: "The topic of White Genocide in South Africa is highly contentious. Claims of systematic targeting of white farmers exist, with farm attacks averaging 50 murders yearly, often cited as evidence. Some argue these are racially driven, pointing to rhetoric like 'Kill The Boer.'" (Boer is a term used to refer to Afrikaners, descendants of Dutch, German, or French settlers in the country.) Nothing in the video or the accompanying text mentioned South Africa, "white genocide," or "Kill the Boer."

Ever since Elon Musk bought Twitter and renamed it X, the platform has crept further into the realm of the outlandish and unsettling. Porn spam bots are rampant, and Nazi apologia--which used to be extremely hard to find--frequently goes viral. But yesterday, X managed to get considerably weirder. For hours, regardless of what users asked the chatbot about--memes, ironic jokes, Linux software--many queries to Grok were met with a small meditation on South Africa and white genocide. By yesterday afternoon, Grok had stopped talking about white genocide, and most of the posts that included the tangent had been deleted.

Why was Grok doing this? We don't know for sure. Both Musk and X's parent company, xAI, did not respond to requests for comment. (Several hours after publication, xAI posted on X explaining that "an unauthorized modification" had been made to the system prompt for the Grok bot on the platform, without specifying who made the change. xAI is now publicly sharing its system prompts on GitHub and says it will adopt additional measures to ensure a similar unauthorized change does not happen in the future.) The glitch is all the more curious considering that "white genocide" in South Africa is a hobbyhorse for Musk, who is himself a white South African. At various points over the past couple of years, Musk has posted about his belief in the existence of a plot to kill white South Africans.

Even apart from Musk, the international far right has long been fixated on the claim of white genocide in South Africa. White supremacists in Europe and the United States invoke it as a warning about demographic shifts. When Musk first tweeted about it in 2023, prominent white nationalists such as Nick Fuentes and Patrick Casey celebrated that Musk was giving attention to one of their core beliefs. The claim has gained even more purchase on the right since then: Earlier this week, the Trump administration welcomed white South Africans as refugees. The president hasn't directly described what he believes is happening in South Africa as "white genocide," but he has come close. On Monday, he said, "White farmers are being brutally killed, and their land is being confiscated in South Africa." They needed to come to the United States to avoid the "genocide that's taking place" in their home country. This is a stark contrast to how Trump has treated other refugee groups. At the start of his second term, he attempted to indefinitely ban most refugee groups from being able to resettle in the U.S.

There has never been good evidence of an ongoing effort by Black people in South Africa to exterminate white people. There have been instances in which white farmers in the country have been killed in racially motivated attacks, but such crimes do not represent a disproportionate share of the murders in the country, which struggles with a high rate of violent crime. Many arguments to the contrary rely on statistical distortion or outright false numbers. (Take it from Grok: In March, when Musk posted that "there is a major political party in South Africa that is actively promoting white genocide," the chatbot called his assertions "inaccurate" and "misleading.")


 It's possible that Grok was intentionally made to reference unfounded claims of a violent, coordinated assault on white South Africans. In recent months, Musk has shared research indicating Grok is less liberal than competing chatbots and said he is actively removing the "woke mind virus" from Grok, suggesting he may be willing to tinker with the chatbot so that it reflects his personal views. In February, a Business Insider investigation found that Grok's training explicitly prioritized "anti-woke" beliefs, based on internal documents and interviews with xAI employees. (xAI hasn't publicly commented on the allegations.)

If some intentional adjustment was made--and indeed, xAI's update that came out after this story was published suggests that one was--yesterday's particular fiasco could have come about in a few different ways. Perhaps the simplest would be a change to the system prompt--the set of invisible instructions that tell a chatbot how to behave. AI models are strange and unwieldy, and so their creators typically tell them to follow some obvious, uncontroversial directions: Provide relevant examples; be warm and empathetic; don't encourage self-harm; if asked for medical advice, suggest contacting a doctor. But even small changes to the system prompt can cause problems. When ChatGPT became extremely sycophantic last month--telling one user that selling "shit on a stick" was a brilliant business idea--the problem seemed in part to have stemmed from subtle wording in ChatGPT's system prompt. If engineers at xAI explicitly told Grok to lend weight to the "white genocide" narrative or provided it with false information that such violence is real, this could have inadvertently tainted unrelated queries. In some of its aberrant responses, Grok mentioned that it had been "instructed" to take claims of white genocide in South Africa seriously or that it already had been provided with facts about the theory, lending weight to the possibility of some explicit direction from xAI engineers.

Another possibility is that, in the later stages of Grok's training, the model was fed more data about a "white genocide" in South Africa, and that this, too, spread to all manner of other responses. Last year, Google released a version of its Gemini model that generated an image of racially diverse Nazis, and seemed to resist creating images of white people. It was the result of crude training efforts to avoid racist biases. DeepSeek, the Chinese chatbot, refuses to answer questions about Tiananmen Square; perhaps Grok had been engineered to do the opposite for the purported white genocide.

Even more methods for manipulation exist. Maybe Grok researchers directly modified the program's code, lending outsized importance to the "white genocide" topic. Last year, as a stunt, Anthropic briefly tweaked its Claude model to incessantly mention the Golden Gate Bridge: If you asked the bot, say, how to spend $10, it would suggest paying the toll to drive across the bridge. Or perhaps, because Grok pulls information from X posts in real time, the racist content that thrives on Musk's site, and that he promotes on his own page, had a strong influence--since his takeover, Musk reportedly has warped the platform to amplify all manner of right-wing content.

Yesterday's problem appears, for now, to be fixed. But therein lies the larger issue. Social-media platforms operate in darkness, and Musk is a fountain of misinformation. Musk, or someone at xAI, has the ability to modify an extremely powerful AI model without providing any information as to how, or any requirement to take accountability should the modification prove disastrous. Earlier this year, when Grok stopped mentioning Musk or Donald Trump as the biggest sources of misinformation on X, a co-founder of xAI attributed the problem to a single employee acting without the company's permission. Even if Musk himself was not directly involved in the more recent debacle, that is cold comfort. Already, research has suggested that generative-AI chatbots can be particularly convincing interlocutors. The much scarier possibility is that xAI has tweaked Grok in ways more subtle, successful, and pernicious than responding to a question about a pig video with a reference to "white genocide."

This morning, less than 24 hours after Grok stopped spewing the "white genocide" theory, Musk took up the mantle. He shared several posts on X suggesting there was widespread discrimination and violence targeting Afrikaners.



This article has been updated to include new information from xAI.
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Trump's Transactional Foreign Policy

What the president's visit to the Middle East reveals about America's shifting global role

by The Editors




This week, Donald Trump returned from the first major foreign trip of his second term. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined last night to discuss what the president's visit to the Middle East reveals about America's place in the world.

The time Trump spent abroad has reinforced an approach to foreign policy that is "malleable" and "not always predictable," Peter Baker said last night. "He went to the Middle East to re-alter the dynamics by recognizing Syria's new government, announcing that he's going to lift sanctions, and effectively moving closer towards a deal with Iran that sounds an awful lot like the deal he threw out in his first term."

This, Baker continued, "is a different dynamic than we saw even just a week ago."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent at The New York Times; Stephen Hayes, the editor of The Dispatch; David Ignatius, a columnist at The Washington Post; Andrea Mitchell, the chief Washington and foreign-affairs correspondent for NBC News.

Watch the full episode here.
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Long before he joined the FDA to run the center that regulates vaccines, Vinay Prasad argued against COVID shots for kids. Among his many criticisms of the United States' approach to combatting the disease, Prasad has insisted that pediatric vaccines have few benefits for kids--and has maintained that the FDA should never have authorized COVID boosters for them, that the CDC should never have recommended those shots, and that "it is malpractice for a doctor to recommend the booster to children." ...

      

      
        Trump Thinks He Knows What Started the Pandemic
        Daniel Engber

        The lab-leak theory of COVID-19's origins comes in many forms. Here is Donald Trump's: A scientist in Wuhan walked outside to have lunch, maybe with a girlfriend or something. "That's how it leaked out in my opinion, and I've never changed that opinion," the president said earlier this month at a press event. Whether something like this really happened was, until this year, a subject of lively debate. These days, it's being presented as official history. Yes, COVID did come out of a Chinese lab, ...
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        Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s anti-vaccine activism is not what you'd call subtle. For decades, he has questioned the safety and effectiveness of various childhood vaccines, insisting that some of them cause autism, lying about their ingredients, and dismissing troves of evidence that counter his views. However much he might deny it, Kennedy is "an old-school anti-vaxxer," Dorit Reiss, an expert in vaccine law at UC Law San Francisco, told me.When he became the United States' health secretary, Kennedy ...
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COVID Shots for Kids Are Over

The FDA's new approach to boosters could mean that kids will no longer be able to get vaccinated against the disease to begin with.

by Katherine J. Wu





 Long before he joined the FDA to run the center that regulates vaccines, Vinay Prasad argued against COVID shots for kids. Among his many criticisms of the United States' approach to combatting the disease, Prasad has insisted that pediatric vaccines have few benefits for kids--and has maintained that the FDA should never have authorized COVID boosters for them, that the CDC should never have recommended those shots, and that "it is malpractice for a doctor to recommend the booster to children." And he has advocated for the CDC removing the COVID vaccine from the childhood-immunization schedule.



Just two weeks into his tenure as the FDA's new vaccine czar, Prasad seems to be taking the first steps toward turning this rhetoric into reality.



Yesterday, he and Marty Makary, the FDA's new commissioner, announced a new framework for COVID-19 vaccines: The agency will no longer green-light new formulations of COVID shots for healthy people under 65, unless companies submit data from new clinical trials that prove the shots' worth--an unusual ask, experts told me, for vaccines that have already been through the sorts of rigorous studies that scrutinize their safety and effectiveness, and received the agency's authorization or approval. When describing this shift in an article published in The New England Journal of Medicine, as well as in a livestreamed FDA press conference, Prasad and Makary--neither of whom has formal training in infectious disease or vaccinology--focused primarily on the implications for COVID boosters for young, healthy adults. But experts outside of the agency told me that the policy could also prevent most American children from accessing their initial series of COVID vaccines--essentially guaranteeing that kids will first encounter the virus without protection.



At the press conference, Prasad once again criticized the CDC's 2023 decision to add COVID vaccines to the childhood-immunization schedule, which currently recommends the shots as a two- or three-dose series as early as six months of age. He and Makary did not, however, explicitly address whether their new framework will ultimately cut healthy, young kids off from an initial series of COVID vaccines. (In theory, children with certain preexisting conditions should remain eligible.) But several vaccinologists, pediatricians, epidemiologists, and vaccine-policy experts told me that the agency's stance on the matter appeared to be leaning toward yes, at least without new data from companies that will be extraordinarily challenging to collect, if companies try to collect such data at all.



When I contacted the FDA seeking clarification on whether kids will continue to have access to their first COVID vaccines, I did not receive a response. When reached for comment, Emily G. Hilliard, HHS's press secretary, did not answer my questions about the primary series for kids, but said via email that "a rubber-stamping approach to approving COVID boosters in perpetuity without updated clinical trial data under the Biden Administration is now over."







From the earliest days of the pandemic, children have been afflicted by severe COVID at lower rates than adults. "We certainly did not see as much pediatric disease as we saw adult disease," Buddy Creech, a pediatrician and the director of the Vanderbilt Vaccine Research Program, told me. But kids also were not spared the virus's worst effects. After the pandemic began, the virus became a top-10 cause of death among American minors, and it has killed more than 1,000 children, many of whom had no preexisting health conditions.



Kids, like adults, are also vulnerable to long COVID, albeit at lower rates. And they have experienced their own unusual, terrifying manifestations of disease, including the inflammatory condition MIS-C. (MIS-C has become much less common in recent years, but is poorly understood and could return with future variants, Creech told me.) Disease that manifests rather mildly now may change as the virus continues to evolve. And generally speaking, among kids, "the younger the child, the higher the risk for severe disease," Sallie Permar, the chair of pediatrics at Weill Cornell Medicine, told me.



Yesterday, at the press briefing, Prasad noted that COVID hospitalizes children far less often than it does older adults. But diseases also don't have to be catastrophically deadly to warrant a childhood-vaccination policy, Ofer Levy, the director of the Precision Vaccines Program at Boston Children's Hospital, told me. The death rate for chicken pox, for instance, is extremely low, but the vaccine is available to, and recommended for, all children--not just those with preexisting conditions. And COVID vaccines for kids, especially in the smaller doses tailored to the youngest age groups, are "among the safest we know of," Permar told me. Although myocarditis is a rare side effect of COVID vaccines, it is primarily a concern for adolescent boys and young men, rather than very young kids; in general, the shots' side effects include redness at the injection site, soreness, and fever.



In short, kids are at risk from the virus, and a safe shot can lower that risk. Now, though, per the FDA, apparently "the risk isn't high enough," Grace Lee, a pediatrician at Stanford, told me. (During the early years of COVID, Lee chaired the CDC's advisory committee on immunization practices, or ACIP, which recommended the vaccines for children.)



Prioritizing vaccination for those at highest risk of a particular disease, as the FDA's new policy would, is sensible. Focused messaging can be an especially powerful way to increase uptake, Creech pointed out. That is sorely needed for people over 65, who are among the groups at greatest risk from the virus and aren't staying up to date on their shots. Many of the experts I spoke with also said that recommendations that counsel repeat shots for most Americans don't make as much sense as they used to: Much of the population has immunity from both vaccines and infections, and recent COVID waves have been far more blunted than they were in the past. ACIP was already mulling limiting the recommendations for annual COVID shots to only those at highest risk.



But the question of whether most Americans should be getting COVID shots regularly is fundamentally different from the question of whether healthy kids should be able to get a primary series of shots early in life. Today's children will likely have to contend with different versions of this virus for the rest of their lives, and taking away the option to gain protection ahead of disease "is a myopic view of COVID prevention," Gregory Poland, a vaccinologist and the president of the Atria Research Institute, told me. This country generally does vaccinate against every vaccine-preventable disease that affects children in the U.S., as early as is practical and possible. At the very least, "parents should have an option," Lee told me.





Without an explicit FDA policy addressing the primary vaccine series for kids, the experts I spoke with said they weren't sure how quickly access to the shots would dwindle for children. Current COVID vaccines for children could remain available until the next update. But if the CDC alters the recommendations for children, that could tank insurance coverage for the shots, or pediatricians' willingness to stock them. "I think this next year is going to be full of confusion," Jason Schwartz, a vaccine-policy expert at Yale, told me. With so much in limbo, manufacturers may not want to keep up production of pediatric shots at all, which are formulated differently and in smaller doses. And pediatric COVID vaccines remain under emergency authorization--which the FDA could still strip entirely.



The FDA has, in theory, laid out a path for future approvals of COVID vaccines, including for healthy young kids--through new clinical trials. But those sorts of studies are expensive and laborious--particularly when they involve children, who get very sick at lower rates than adults and whose parents might not want to enroll them in studies that could offer them only a placebo, Lee told me. The new framework also calls for trials to measure whether vaccines can reduce the risk of symptomatic cases of COVID. But because the shots work best against severe disease, that criterion could set up new shots to fail.



Prasad and Makary stressed that many other countries, including much of Europe, have long since abandoned recommendations that healthy children get COVID shots. But "it's apples and oranges," Theresa Chapple, an epidemiologist who is on the board of Vaccinate Your Family, told me. "We don't have similar health-care systems, and we don't have similar proportions of healthy people." At baseline, Americans are at more risk--which warrants more baseline precaution.



In the past, the U.S. government has seen fit to restrict or pull vaccines only under extraordinary circumstances: major new safety concerns, a better immunization option, eradication of disease. And those decisions have generally come only after political leaders consulted multiple scientific experts in the field, which Prasad and Makary chose not to do through their agency's typical channels. (The FDA's panel of independent vaccine experts is scheduled to meet tomorrow.) Rather, political appointees with preexisting opinions on COVID vaccines appear to have enacted policy unilaterally. Prasad and Makary publicly went after COVID boosters. But kids' first defenses against the virus are likely to be that attack's collateral damage.
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Trump Thinks He Knows What Started the Pandemic

The lab-leak theory of COVID-19's origins has become a principle of MAGA governance.

by Daniel Engber




The lab-leak theory of COVID-19's origins comes in many forms. Here is Donald Trump's: A scientist in Wuhan walked outside to have lunch, maybe with a girlfriend or something. "That's how it leaked out in my opinion, and I've never changed that opinion," the president said earlier this month at a press event. Whether something like this really happened was, until this year, a subject of lively debate. These days, it's being presented as official history. Yes, COVID did come out of a Chinese lab, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told reporters shortly after Trump's inauguration. "We now know that to be the confirmable truth."

Of course, we don't really know that, and they don't know it either. Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard, who has convened yet another lab-leak investigation at Trump's behest (after many other intelligence assessments led to split results), could only dance around the matter in an interview with Megyn Kelly earlier this month. Has some new and final proof been found? Kelly asked. Gabbard responded: "We are working on that with Jay Bhattacharya," the director of the National Institutes of Health, "and look forward to being able to share that hopefully very soon." (Gabbard's office did not reply to a request for comment.)

Any hedging on the matter of pandemic origins represents a standard view among the experts: We simply aren't sure. In reporting on this question for the past few years, I've spoken with some scientists and pandemic-origins investigators who are confident the coronavirus came out of a Wuhan lab, and with some who say they're nearly certain that the virus spread to humans from a market stall. I've also heard from many others whose appraisals of the odds fall somewhere in between. Their only common ground may be the single plain acknowledgment that the evidence we have is incomplete.

But, despite the well-established data gaps--and in willful disregard of them--the lab-leak theory has become a MAGA theorem. Adherence to it is now a central tenet of the Trump administration: a shibboleth for loyalists, an animating grievance, and, in recent weeks, a stated rationale for punitive reforms. Earlier this month, when the White House proposed an $18 billion cut to the nation's budget for biomedical research, the lab-leak theory--described as "now confirmed"--was given as a pretext.

There are many reasons to regret this shift toward artificial certainty, starting with the fact that whatever nuance now attached to the topic of pandemic origins has been hard-won. For much of 2020, a different bullheadedness prevailed: Invocations of the lab-leak theory were often tarred as right-wing propaganda, or even racist lies. At the start of Joe Biden's presidency, "there was a clear and almost overwhelming leaning towards natural origin," David Relman, a Stanford microbiologist and former member of the National Science Advisory Board for Biosecurity who has long maintained that a laboratory origin is more likely, told me. This bias weakened over time, as the theory came to have more distance from the Trump administration, and more suggestive bits of circumstantial evidence accrued. In the spring of 2023, the COVID-19 Origin Act, which demanded the declassification of all lab-leak-related intelligence, passed without a wisp of opposition, and in 2024, Relman himself was detailed to the White House as a senior adviser working on pandemic preparedness. "There was a palpable shift to the middle," he said.

But this equanimity has proved to be short-lived. According to the new administration and its supporters, the laboratory origin is presumptively correct. On covid.gov, which until last month offered only basic patient information ("If you test positive for COVID-19, talk to a doctor as soon as possible"), LAB LEAK now appears in jumbo font across the top--with Trump himself emerging from the gap between the B and L, as if he'd just leaked out himself. "The true origins of COVID-19," the government website says, beside his foot.

Declaring fealty to this point of view has now become a sacred rite within the GOP, not unlike endorsement of the claim that the 2020 election was a fraud. Plenty of Trump's most senior appointees have averred that COVID started in a lab. Secretary of Homeland Security Kristi Noem described it as "the truth." FDA Commissioner Marty Makary has claimed that a laboratory origin is a "no-brainer," and described it falsely as "now the leading theory among scientists." Bhattacharya said at an NIH town hall on Monday that he believes the coronavirus was released from a lab, and that it derived from U.S.-funded research. The DHS, FDA, and NIH did not reply to requests for comment.

Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has staked out the most extreme position of the bunch, publicly declaring that "SARS CoV-2 is certainly the product of bioweapons research." As of January, the entire U.S. intelligence community disagreed with this assessment. In an email, an HHS spokesperson told me that Americans "will no longer accept silence, censorship, or scientific groupthink" and "deserve the truth."

In the background, too, the administration has looked to bring other hard-liners on the lab-leak theory into the fold. Robert Kadlec, for instance, has been nominated for a role at the Department of Defense. A veteran of the first Trump administration who was instrumental in the management of Operation Warp Speed, he is also the author of a report that argues SARS-CoV-2 might have been developed by the Chinese military as a bioweapon that could lower American IQs by fogging up our brains with long COVID. (Kadlec told me that he doesn't think COVID would be a major part of his portfolio, if he were confirmed--but "it will have relevance with the biosurveillance work that may be done," he said.)

A former senior scientist at NIH told me about two others whose potential roles in government have not previously been reported. The first is Alina Chan, a molecular biologist at the Broad Institute of MIT and Harvard, the author of Viral: The Search for the Origin of COVID-19, and a dogged advocate for more vigorous investigations of the lab-leak theory and tighter restrictions on virology research. Chan confirmed to me that she is in discussions for a role at the NIH. "I haven't committed to anything," she told me, "but I do feel like now that we've reached this point, I feel that this is probably the most important thing that I should be doing in my life--doing as much as I can to help the U.S. government prevent future catastrophic lab leaks."

The former NIH scientist, who requested anonymity in order to preserve professional relationships, also said a contract was under consideration for Bryce Nickels, a Rutgers geneticist and Bhattacharya's friend and former podcast co-host. Nickels has been notably aggressive on the lab-leak theory, and as an advocate for better oversight of research that could lead to the production of more dangerous pathogens. In his posts on social media, Nickels has called Anthony Fauci a "monster" and maintained that the U.S. is in the business of developing "bioweapon agents." (Nickels did not reply to questions for this article.)

In principle, the arrival of this lab-leak coterie in Washington could have marked a useful shift in the study of pandemic origins. If the old guard in public health was at times inclined to paper over uncomfortable debates, this new one might be zealously transparent. Chan, for instance, told me that she'd like to see investigators take a closer look at documents and correspondence from EcoHealth Alliance, the NIH-funded nonprofit that was working with the Wuhan Institute of Virology, and spend more effort trying to nail down the very first cases of disease in China. She also thinks the government should release more details of the intelligence community's assessments, which might explain why different agencies and offices have come to different answers as to what is most likely to have occurred. (The FBI, CIA, and Department of Energy lean toward a laboratory accident of some kind. Five others, including the National Intelligence Council and the Defense Intelligence Agency, are inclined the other way.)

But this administration seems unlikely to make much progress on this front. If anything, its policies and proclamations have only made the subject more intractable. Even before Trump took office, many scientists were reluctant to engage with the topic, for fear of being drawn into what has been a very public and vituperative debate. Now that worry must be multiplied a hundred times. In recent months, the NIH has terminated grants that run afoul of the government's positions on diversity and gender, and shut off funding to entire research universities. It will soon end the system that U.S. researchers use to share grant funding with foreign collaborators, and has begun suspending collaborations overseas. The risks of stepping out of line have never been so salient.

In the meantime, new government restrictions inspired by the lab-leak theory could serve to make it even harder to fill in the remaining details of what happened in Wuhan. Michael Worobey, an evolutionary biologist at the University of Arizona who has published a string of papers laying out an aggressive case for the market origin, told me that he'd like to see more sampled DNA from wild populations of civets, raccoon dogs, and bamboo rats throughout China. But this sort of work would require close collaboration with Chinese researchers, at just the time when those collaborations are being scrutinized or canceled.

"The administration is developing a very adversarial relationship with the scientific and technical communities," Filippa Lentzos, a biosecurity researcher and professor at King's College London, told me. "It's not a facts-based discussion. There are facts from one side, but not from the other side." This climate will tend to undermine the work of encouraging more prudence in the labs of those who study risky pathogens, she said. As for the COVID-origins debate itself, she does not expect a satisfying answer. "I think it's kind of a lost cause."

Either way, by tying budget cuts and other new restrictions to the lab-leak theory, the administration seems intent on punishing an enormous swath of biomedical researchers for the actions of the tiny handful whose work could even theoretically be tied to the pandemic. "This is the most enormous case of baby and bathwater that I have ever seen," Relman told me. "The baby is just being shoved down the drain."



Katherine J. Wu contributed reporting.
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The MAHA Crowd Is Already Questioning Biden's Cancer Diagnosis

"Turbo cancer" claims are back.

by Benjamin Mazer




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


It took just a few hours for devotees of the "Make America healthy again" movement to question former President Joe Biden's prostate-cancer diagnosis. Tumors of the prostate are the most common serious malignancy identified in men: Even aggressive ones like Biden's are diagnosed roughly 25,000 times a year in the United States. Although Biden's condition is conventional, a certain segment of the public has been beguiled into blaming mainstream medicine for every unexpected death or health-related tragedy it comes across. The anti-vaccine community, including the group formerly led by Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., has spent years promoting the idea that mRNA vaccines for COVID regularly push tumors into overdrive. (Rare anecdotes aside, there is no evidence to support this fear.) Now, predictably, the claim is cropping up again on social media. "Prostate cancer takes years to metastasize to bone unless super aggressive or turbo cancer," the Kennedy-endorsed physician Craig Wax suggested.

That an 82-year-old man who had aged out of prostate-cancer-screening tests has been found to have an advanced malignancy should not be surprising. In my experience as a doctor who diagnoses cancer, many tumors are discovered out of the blue. Prostate cancer in particular may not become apparent until an individual goes to his doctor with a minor complaint--in Biden's case, urinary symptoms, according to the announcement--only to have further testing discover the worst. (Biden's cancer isn't curable; people with Stage 4 disease like his live for about three years on average--although the outlook is worse for men who are more than 80 years old.)

Cancer is an enigmatic disease, one that is simultaneously influenced by genetics, environment, personal habits, the aging process, and--not to be discounted--bad luck. But its muddled nature can be uncomfortable for those who share the view that nearly all sickness is preventable with virtuous behavior and a clean environment. According to Kennedy, the current leader of the U.S. health-care system, tumors are a product of not only the vaccines in our arms, but also the fluoride in our water, the toxins in our school lunches, the signals from our phones, and surely many other ubiquitous aspects of modernity. Indeed, in MAHA land, cancer is not just a misfortune, but a cover-up. Before he became health secretary, Kennedy ominously suggested that doctors might find its cause in the "places they dare not look."

Read: The inflated risk of vaccine-induced cardiac arrest

It's not just Kennedy. Trump's health-care team routinely draws from the logic of this wellness-paranoia complex. Last year, Marty Makary, who has since become the FDA commissioner, told a group of MAHA wellness influencers convened by Senator Ron Johnson that cancer is a consequence of "low-grade chronic inflammation" induced by a poisoned food supply. (Years ago, he also speciously declared that undetected medical errors were a leading cause of death.) Casey Means, Trump's new nominee for surgeon general, has claimed that "the biggest lie in healthcare" is that high blood sugar, malignant tumors, and clogged arteries "are totally different diseases requiring separate doctors and pills for life." The truth is "simpler than we are told," she said. (Buy her book to find out what it is.) And Mehmet Oz, the former lifestyle guru and current Medicare administrator, recently informed Americans, "It's your patriotic duty to be as healthy as you can. It's our job to help you get there, make it easy to do the right things." Never mind that you can do everything right and still get sick. (For now, none of the administration's major health officials has weighed in on Biden's diagnosis.)

Read: Did a famous doctor's COVID shot make his cancer worse?

Joe Biden is no stranger to tough luck. His son Beau died of a brain tumor at age 46 in 2015, leading to Biden's participation in a government-funded "cancer moonshot" to combat the condition. The moonshot initiative was an old-fashioned approach to medicine, one that sought to ameliorate illness through advances in science and technology. RFK Jr. and his MAHA acolytes are naturally suspicious of this approach. Now their weird discomfort with disease--and their outre views on cancer in particular--is being refracted through a sea of false, indecent speculations. No, Biden's cancer was not "courtesy of the mRNA shot." One can only hope that the government's bevy of vaccine skeptics will be able to resist the siren's call to join in saying otherwise.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/05/biden-cancer-vaccine-maha/682846/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Neo-Anti-Vaxxers Are in Power Now

A new cadre of officials might deal in evidence more than Robert F. Kennedy Jr. does, but they still question the worth of vaccines.

by Katherine J. Wu




Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s anti-vaccine activism is not what you'd call subtle. For decades, he has questioned the safety and effectiveness of various childhood vaccines, insisting that some of them cause autism, lying about their ingredients, and dismissing troves of evidence that counter his views. However much he might deny it, Kennedy is "an old-school anti-vaxxer," Dorit Reiss, an expert in vaccine law at UC Law San Francisco, told me.



When he became the United States' health secretary, Kennedy brought few of his staunchest and oldest allies in the anti-vaccine movement with him. Instead, the Department of Health and Human Services is filling with political appointees whose views of vaccines run less obviously counter to evidence than Kennedy's. But these officials, too, question the safety and usefulness of at least some vaccines, and seek to slow or stop their use.



Among those officials are Marty Makary, the new FDA commissioner, and Tracy Beth Hoeg, his new special assistant; Vinay Prasad, the new director of the FDA center that oversees the regulation of vaccines; and Jay Bhattacharya, the new director of the National Institutes of Health. Unlike Kennedy, they hold advanced degrees in science, medicine, or public health, and have published scientific papers--often in direct collaboration with one another. And they have each endorsed at least some vaccines for children, or even pushed back on some of Kennedy's most flagrant vaccine misinformation--criticizing, for instance, his false claims that MMR shots cause autism. When reached for comment by email, Emily Hilliard, HHS's deputy press secretary, described the cohort to me as "credentialed physicians and researchers with long-standing commitments to evidence-based medicine" who "were brought into HHS to restore scientific rigor, transparency, and public trust--not to blindly affirm the status quo." (Emails to the FDA and the NIH requesting interviews with each of these four officials either went unanswered or redirected me to HHS.)



These new appointees can also be described, more succinctly, as COVID contrarians who have questioned the worth of vaccines. Their approach to immunization policy is less extreme, more engaged with evidence, and more academic than Kennedy's. And precisely because these officials' perspectives carry a sheen of legitimacy that most of the secretary's usual allies lack, they could be more effective than Kennedy at undermining America's protections against disease.







In sharp contrast to Kennedy, this new cohort--you could call them the neo-anti-vaxxers--are generally established in their respective scientific fields. Makary, for instance, has been hailed for pioneering several surgical procedures; in the 2010s, Prasad, a hematologist-oncologist, gained recognition for his rigorous--albeit acerbic--takes on precision medicine and cancer drugs. And each has acknowledged, in at least some capacity, the lifesaving powers of immunization. When they've argued about vaccines, they've often done so in respected scientific venues, and performed their own analyses of the evidence.



No medical intervention is without risk, and on the broadest level, what these officials are asking for appears to fit the essential tenets of public health: thorough testing of vaccines before they're debuted, and careful scrutiny of each immunization's relative pros and cons. But these officials' past actions show that they haven't always weighed those scales fairly or objectively.

All four of these officials began to publicly coalesce in their view of vaccination in the early months of COVID. None of them had trained as infectious-disease specialists or vaccinologists. But in their public comments, and in several publications, they contended that the virus was far less dangerous than most public-health officials thought, and that the measures that the U.S. was taking against it were far too extreme. They argued against mandates and boosters, especially for children and for young and healthy adults; they exaggerated the side effects of the shots, extolled the benefits of acquiring immunity through infection, and dismissed the notion that people who'd already had COVID should still get shots later on. In October 2020, Bhattacharya and a group of colleagues advocated for reopening society before vaccines had debuted; Makary, although initially supportive of COVID vaccines, went on to praise the Omicron variant of the virus--which at one point killed an average of 2,200 Americans each day--as "nature's vaccine." Prasad, meanwhile, has said that COVID-vaccine makers should be sued for the rare side effects caught and disclosed with standard monitoring. And Hoeg, who'd previously worked with Florida Surgeon General Joseph Ladapo, influenced his decision to recommend against the COVID vaccine for healthy children.



Plenty of Americans were reasonably nervous about taking a vaccine developed at record speed, with new technology, under conditions of crisis. But Bhattacharya, Makary, Prasad, and Hoeg went further than simply recommending caution; they questioned the legitimacy of the data supporting repeat immunization and at times actively advised against it.



Their criticism of vaccination has transcended COVID. Prasad allows that some vaccines are important but has also questioned the value of RSV vaccines during pregnancy; he's argued that the evidence for annual flu shots is "extremely poor," and disparaged doctors who consider all vaccines lifesaving. He has suggested that Kennedy randomize different parts of the U.S. to different childhood vaccine schedules, to determine an optimal dosing strategy--an experiment that could keep kids from accessing safe and effective shots in a timely fashion. Hoeg, too, has called for an overhaul of how vaccines are tested, approved, and regulated in this country. And she has sharply criticized the American pediatric immunization schedule for including more vaccines than the one in Denmark, where she holds citizenship. Makary, while more tempered in his public comments, has still declined at times to urge parents to vaccinate their children against measles, and downplayed the virus's risks.



As a group, these officials have generally been more sanguine about Kennedy's false claims about vaccines and autism than other researchers have. Bhattacharya, for example, said at his confirmation hearing that he is convinced that vaccines don't cause autism, but added that he wouldn't reject more studies on the issue.



Hilliard, at HHS, wrote that, by interrogating vaccines, these officials are doing only what science requires: "Questioning the quality of data, highlighting the limits of past decisions, or advocating for better trials is not anti-science--it is the gold standard of science." But truly rigorous science also rests on the foundations of previous data--and a willingness to accept those data, even if they conflict with one's priors. Many of the questions these officials are asking have already been repeatedly asked and answered--and the four of them have been criticized by public-health experts for their tendency to, like Kennedy, ignore reams of evidence that do not support their views. Some of their suggestions for revamping vaccines would also put Americans at unnecessary risk: Asking certain American jurisdictions to delay childhood vaccinations, or perhaps even skip certain shots, could leave entire communities more vulnerable to disease.



Fundamentally, they, like Kennedy, believe that vaccines should generally be more optional for more Americans--a perspective that elides the population-level benefits of widespread immunity against disease. And fundamentally, they, like Kennedy, have argued that vaccines that have passed rigorous tests of safety and efficacy, been successfully administered to hundreds of millions of people, and saved lives around the world are not safe or necessary. If those stances are further codified into policy, they could waste the country's resources on unnecessary testing, produce misleading data, and erode confidence in public health as a whole.





Already, these officials have turned their new powers on COVID vaccines, some of which are still authorized only for emergency use. The FDA has delayed full approval of the Novavax COVID vaccine and is reportedly asking for a new--and very costly and laborious--randomized controlled trial on the shot's effectiveness, even though the shot has already been through those sorts of studies and been safely administered to people for years. The agency could also require all COVID-vaccine makers to submit new effectiveness data for shots updated to include new variants of the virus--essentially treating them as brand-new vaccines and potentially making it nearly impossible, logistically, to produce new formulations of the COVID vaccine each fall. (Experts worry that the agency will apply the same logic to flu vaccines, with the same result.) The FDA could also go as far as revoking emergency-use authorizations, such as the one for pediatric COVID vaccines, which Prasad has said should be stricken from the childhood immunization schedule.



These officials' powers have limits: The CDC (which still doesn't have a permanent director), not the FDA, recommends the childhood immunization schedule. At a meeting last month of the CDC's advisory council on immunization practices, though, Hoeg came as the FDA's liaison--an unconventional choice, Jason Schwartz, a vaccine-policy expert at Yale, told me, for a role historically filled by a career scientist from the Center for Biologics Evaluation and Research, the FDA center Prasad runs. (After deferring to HHS, the FDA responded to a request for comment by pointing out that Hoeg holds the title of "senior clinical science adviser" at CBER--a title she was apparently given after the meeting.) Grace Lee, who previously chaired the committee, told me that the FDA liaison is "not usually an active participant." And yet, Hoeg pointedly questioned the safety and effectiveness of multiple vaccines, including COVID shots--the sort of contribution that could influence the discussion, the ultimate vote, and, potentially, the eventual CDC director's decision to accept the panel's advice, Lee and Schwartz said.



Bhattacharya's sway, too, is likely to expand far past his own agency. Under this administration, the NIH has already canceled grants for hundreds of infectious-disease-focused studies, including dozens that look at vaccine uptake and hesitancy. Now, with Bhattacharya in charge, the agency is leading a $50 million study into the causes of autism, as directed by Kennedy--who already seems set on the answers to that question. When asked in a recent interview with Politico whether mRNA-focused science might be defunded, Bhattacharya said that "many, many people now think that mRNA is a bad platform." If the U.S. ignores vaccine hesitancy--or if researchers have fewer resources to develop new vaccines--immunization in this country will stall, regardless of who runs the FDA or the CDC.



Modern American politics does still consider some positions to be too anti-vaccine: Trump's original pick for CDC director, Dave Weldon, who has repeatedly promoted the debunked idea of a connection between vaccines and autism, had his nomination withdrawn by the White House in March. Kennedy's own confirmation hearing was contentious, and heavily focused on vaccines; in official press statements and in interviews since then, he has softened some of his stances--acknowledging the protective powers of the MMR shot, for instance--to the point where he has angered his extremist base. Bhattacharya and Makary faced less resistance during their own hearings, during which they both praised the importance of vaccines. The vaccine distortions they've pushed are less blatant than Kennedy's, but also more difficult to combat.



When Kennedy began his new position, some feared he would immediately take a sledgehammer to American vaccines. The moves he and his new team are making have stopped short of obliterating access to shots; they're more about creating new roadblocks, Luciana Borio, a former acting chief scientist at the FDA, told me. But even seemingly minor hurdles can mark a substantial philosophical shift: Where HHS once treated the U.S.'s vaccines as well-vetted, lifesaving technologies, it's now casting them as dubious tools with a murky track record, pushed onto the public by companies rife with corruption. By sowing doubt that vaccines can safely protect people, HHS's lesser skeptics will help legitimize Kennedy--until all of their views, fringe as they may have begun, start to feel entirely reasonable.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/05/hhs-anti-vax/682831/?utm_source=feed
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The Mother Who Never Stopped Believing Her Son Was Still There

For decades, Eve Baer remained convinced that her son, unresponsive after a severe brain injury, was still conscious. Science eventually proved her right.

by Sarah Zhang


Ian Berg and his mother, Eve Baer, in February 2025



The Toyota pickup hit the tree that May morning with enough explosive force to leave a gash that is still visible on its trunk 39 years later. Inside the truck, the bodies of three teenage boys hurled forward, each with terrible velocity.



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



One boy died instantly; a second was found alive outside the car. The third boy, Ian Berg, remained pinned in the driver's seat, a bruise blooming on the right side of his forehead. He had smacked it hard--much harder than one might have guessed from the bruise alone--which caused the soft mass of his brain to slam against the rigid confines of his skull. Where brain met bone, brain gave way. The matter of his mind stretched and twisted, tore and burst.

When the jaws of life freed him from the wreckage, Ian was still alive, but unconscious. "Please don't die. Please don't die. Please don't die," his mother, Eve Baer, pleaded over him at the hospital. She imagined throwing a golden lasso around his foot to keep him from floating away.

And Ian didn't die. After 17 days in a coma, he finally opened his eyes, but they flicked wildly around the room, unable to sync or track. He could not speak. He could not control his limbs. The severe brain injury he'd suffered, doctors said, had put him in a vegetative state. He was alive, but assumed to be cognitively gone--devoid of thought, of feeling, of consciousness.

Eve hated that term, vegetative--an "unhuman-type classification," she thought. If you had asked her then, in 1986, she would have said she expected her 17-year-old son to fully recover. Ian had been handsome, popular, in love with a new girlfriend--the kind of golden boy upon whom fortune smiles. At school, he was known as the kid who greeted everyone, teachers included, with a hug. He and his two friends in the car belonged to a tight-knit group of seniors. But on the day he would have graduated that June, Ian was still lying in a hospital bed, his big achievement being that he'd finally made a bowel movement.

"What kind of life is that?" Ian's brother Geoff remembers thinking. When he first arrived at the hospital, he had looked around the room for a plug to pull. The two brothers had talked about scenarios like this before, Geoff told me: "If anything ever happens to me and I can't wipe my ass, make sure you kill me." Angry that their mother was keeping his brother alive, Geoff fled, moving for a time to St. Thomas.

Three months after the accident, when doctors at the hospital could do no more for Ian, Eve took him home. She was adamant that he live with family, rather than under the impersonal care of a nursing home. That she had ample space for Ian and all of his specialized equipment was fortuitous. A few weeks before the accident, Eve's husband, Marshall, had stumbled upon the Rainbow Lodge, an old hotel for hunters and fishers, for sale near Woodstock, New York. He loved the idea of a compound for their big blended family--his two grown children plus nieces and nephews, as well as Eve's four kids, of whom Ian is the youngest. The sale was finalized while Ian was in the hospital.

At the lodge, Eve and a rotating cast of caretakers kept Ian alive: bathing him, pureeing home-cooked meals for his feeding tube, changing the urine bag that drained his catheter. She also devised a busy schedule of therapies, anchored by up to six hours a day of psychomotor "patterning"--an exercise program she'd read about in which a team of volunteers took each of Ian's limbs and moved them in a pattern that mimicked an infant learning to crawl. Friends and acquaintances came to help with patterning; some started living in the lodge's guest rooms, staying for months or even years. They formed a kind of unconventional extended family, with Ian at the center. Every Sunday, Eve cooked big dinners for the crowd.


The tree Ian struck with a pickup truck in 1986 still bears a scar from the accident. (Sarah Blesener for The Atlantic)



The patterning exercises, which are not based on science, ultimately did not really help Ian. But his mother didn't dwell on this. She made regular calls to the National Institutes of Health to inquire about the latest brain-injury research. And where mainstream medicine failed, Eve--who had moved to Woodstock in the '60s as a "wannabe bohemian slash beatnik"--turned enthusiastically to alternatives. Ian was treated by the spiritual guru Ram Dass; a "magic man" with a pendulum; a craniosacral therapist; a Buddhist monk; Filipino "psychic surgeons"; and a healer in Chandigarh, India. Eve and Marshall took him on the 7,000-mile journey to India themselves, pushing him in a rented collapsible wheelchair. When, after all of this, Ian's condition still did not improve, Eve became angry. It was one of the rare times that she allowed disappointment to puncture her relentless optimism.

Still, like so many other family members of vegetative patients, she held on to a mother's belief that Ian could understand everything around him. She took care, when shaving him, to leave the wispy mustache he had been trying to grow. When his high-school friends went to see the Grateful Dead, she brought him along in his wheelchair and a tie-dyed shirt. She kept believing for herself as much as for Ian: If her son was aware, it would mean her gestures of love were not unseen, her words not unheard.

Science would take decades to catch up with Eve, but she turned out to be right in one crucial respect: Ian is still aware. Doctors now agree that he can see, he can hear, and he can understand, at least in some ways, the people around him.

Over the past 20 years, the science of consciousness has undergone a reckoning as researchers have used new tools to peer inside the brains of people once thought to lack any cognitive function. Ian is part of a landmark study published in The New England Journal of Medicine last year, which found that 25 percent of unresponsive brain-injury patients show signs of awareness, based on their brain activity. The finding suggests that there could be tens of thousands of people like Ian in the United States--many in nursing homes where caretakers might have no clue that their patients silently understand and think and feel. These patients live in a profound isolation, their conscious minds trapped inside unresponsive bodies. Doctors are just beginning to grasp what it might take to help them.

For Ian, the signs were there, if not right at the beginning, at least early on. Three years after the accident, he began to laugh.

Eve was in the kitchen with him, idly singing the Jeopardy theme song in a silly falsetto when she heard it: "Ha!" Laughter? Laughter! "Other than a cough, it was the first sound I heard from him in three years," she told me. In time, Ian started laughing at other things too: stories Eve made up about a cantankerous Russian named Boris, the word debris, pots clanging, keys jangling. Fart and poop jokes were a perennial favorite; his brain seemed to have preserved a 17-year-old's sense of humor. His friends and family took that to mean the Ian they knew was still in there. What else might he be thinking?

At the time, Ian was not regularly seeing a neurologist. But even if he had been, most neurologists in the '80s would not have known what to make of his laughter; it flew in the face of conventional wisdom.

Doctors first defined the condition of the persistent vegetative state in 1972, less than a decade and a half before Ian's accident. Fred Plum and Bryan Jennett coined the term to describe a perplexing new class of patients--people who, thanks to advances in medical care, were surviving brain injuries that used to be fatal, but were still left stranded somewhere short of consciousness. This condition is distinct from coma, a temporary state in which the eyes are closed. Vegetative patients are awake; their eyes are open, and they may be neither silent nor still. They can moan and move their limbs, just without purpose or control. And while their bodies continue to breathe, sleep, wake, and digest, they seem to have no connection to the outside world. Today, experts sometimes refer to the vegetative state as "unresponsive wakefulness syndrome."

Back then, the two doctors also distinguished it from locked-in syndrome, which Plum had helped name a few years prior. Locked-in patients are fully conscious though immobile, except for typically their eyes. (Jean-Dominique Bauby wrote his famous 1997 memoir about locked-in syndrome, The Diving Bell and the Butterfly, by blinking out one letter at a time.) In contrast, Plum and Jennett considered the vegetative state "mindless," with no cognitive function intact.

What, then, could the laughter mean? By the '90s, some of the most prominent experts on consciousness--including Plum and Jennett themselves--had begun to realize that they had perhaps too categorically or hastily dismissed patients diagnosed as vegetative. Researchers were documenting flickers of potential consciousness in some supposedly vegetative patients. These patients could utter occasional words, grasp for an object every now and then, or seem to answer the odd question with a gesture--suggesting that they were at least sometimes aware of their surroundings. They seemed to be neither vegetative nor fully conscious, but fluctuating on a continuum.

This in-between space became formally recognized in 2002 as the "minimally conscious state," in an effort led by Joseph Giacino, a neuropsychologist who specializes in rehabilitation after brain injury. (Coma, vegetative, and minimally conscious are sometimes collectively called "disorders of consciousness.")




One day in spring 2007, Marshall, Ian's stepfather, slipped on a mossy stone and fractured his hip. As he and Eve waited for an ambulance, the phone rang. Giacino had heard about Eve's NIH inquiries, and he was interested in meeting Ian--he wondered if the minimally conscious diagnosis might apply to him. If so, Ian could qualify for a new experimental trial.

Giacino didn't make any promises. Still, after all those years, Eve told me, "he was the first voice of positive possibility that I heard." So even as Marshall lay next to her with his broken hip, neither of them dared hang up the phone.

Around this time, in 2006, an astonishing case report came out from researchers led by Adrian Owen, a cognitive neuroscientist at the University of Cambridge; it suggested that even vegetative patients could retain some awareness. Owen found a 23-year-old woman who had been in a car accident. Months later, she still had no response on behavioral exams. But in an fMRI machine, her brain looked surprisingly active: When she was asked to imagine playing tennis, blood flowed to her brain's supplementary motor area, a region that helps coordinate movement. When she was asked to imagine visiting the rooms of her house, blood flowed to different parts of her brain, including the parahippocampal gyrus, a strip of cortex crucial for spatial navigation. And when she was told to rest, these patterns of brain activity ceased. Based on the limited window of an fMRI scan, at least, she seemed to understand everything she was being asked to do.

"Unsettling and disturbing" is how one neurologist described the implications of the study to me. Also: controversial. Another doctor recounted a scientific meeting soon after where the speakers were split 50-50 on whether to accept the results. Was the fMRI finding just a fluke? Owen did not inform the woman's family of what he found, because the study's ethical protocol was ambiguous about how much information he could share. He wishes he could have. The woman died in 2011, without her family ever being told that she might have been aware.

Read: I know the secret to the quiet mind. I wish I'd never learned it.

Over time, Owen and his group identified more patients with what they came to call "covert awareness." Some were vegetative, while others were considered minimally conscious, based on behaviors such as eye tracking and command following. The researchers found that outward response and inner awareness were not always correlated: The most physically responsive patients were not necessarily the ones with the clearest signs of brain activity when asked to imagine the tasks. Covert awareness, then, can be detected only using tools that peer at a brain's inner workings, such as fMRI.

In 2010, one of Owen's collaborators, the Belgian neurologist Steven Laureys, asked a minimally conscious patient, a 22-year-old man, a series of five yes-or-no questions while he was in an fMRI machine, covering topics such as his father's name and the last vacation he took prior to his motorcycle accident. To answer yes, the patient would imagine playing tennis for 30 seconds; to answer no, he would imagine walking through his house. The researchers ran through the questions only once, but he got them all right, the appropriate region of his brain lighting up each time.

It is hard to say what experience of human consciousness some colored pixels on a brain scan really depict. To answer intentionally, the patient would have had to understand language. He would also have needed to store the questions in his working memory and retrieve the answers from his long-term memory. In my conversations with neurologists, this was the study they cited again and again as the most compelling evidence of covert awareness.

A few years later, using the same yes-or-no method, Owen found a vegetative patient who seemed to know about his niece, born after his brain injury. To Owen, this suggested that the man was laying down new memories, that life was not simply passing him by. In yet another case, Owen used fMRI not just to quiz a 38-year-old vegetative man, but to actually ask about the quality of his life 12 years post-injury: Was he in pain right now? No. Did he still enjoy watching hockey on TV, as he had before his accident? Yes.

Most researchers I spoke with were reluctant to speculate about the inner life of these brain-injury patients, because the answer lies beyond any known science. The brains of minimally conscious patients do activate in response to pain or music, Laureys told me, but their experience of pain or music is likely different from yours or mine. Their state of consciousness may resemble the twilight zone of drifting in and out of sleep; it almost certainly differs from person to person. Owen believes that some of his vegetative patients may actually be "completely conscious," akin to a locked-in person who is fully aware, but cannot move even their eyes. Until that is proved otherwise, he sees no reason not to extend them the benefit of the doubt.

Several months after the phone call from Giacino's office, Ian's family made the trip to New Jersey to meet the researcher. In the exam room, Giacino put Ian through an intense battery of tests. He found that Ian could intermittently reach on command for a red ball. He laughed at loud noises, such as keys jangling, which Giacino said could be a simple response to the sound. But Ian also laughed appropriately at jokes, especially adolescent ones, as if he understood humor and intent. These behaviors were enough to qualify Ian for a brand-new diagnosis two decades after his accident: not vegetative, but minimally conscious.

Giacino's collaborators were eager to put Ian in an fMRI machine, to see what might be happening inside his brain. On a separate trip, this time to an fMRI facility in New York City, his family met Nicholas Schiff, a neurologist at Weill Cornell and a protege of Fred Plum's. Schiff, too, was intrigued by Ian's laughter, and the possibility that he understood more than he could physically let on. Schiff's team showed Ian pictures and played voices--to see whether his brain could process faces and speech--and asked him to imagine tasks such as walking around his house.

Ian's brother Geoff was also at this scan, having by then returned to New York. Crammed into the small fMRI control room with all the scientists peering at Ian's brain, he remembers being incredulous at the things they wanted his brother to imagine. "You really think he can understand you?" he asked.

The scientists did. They believed Ian still retained some kind of consciousness. They also thought there was a chance, with luck and the right tools, of unlocking more. This had happened before. In some extraordinary patients, the line between conscious and unconscious is more permeable than one might expect.

In 2003, Terry Wallis, in Arkansas, suddenly uttered "Mom!" after 19 years as a vegetative patient in a nursing home. Then he said "Pepsi"--his favorite soft drink. After that, his mother took him home. Wallis couldn't move below his neck and he struggled with his memory and impulse control, but he began to speak in short sentences, recognized his family, and continued to request Pepsis. In retrospect, he probably had not been vegetative at all, but minimally conscious during those first 19 years. His mom had seen signs that others at the nursing home had not: Wallis occasionally tracked objects with his eyes, and he became agitated after witnessing the death of his roommate with dementia.

Read: How people with dementia make sense of the world

Slowly, over time, Wallis's brain had recovered to the point of regaining speech. When Schiff and his colleagues later scanned him, they found changes that suggested neuronal connections were being formed and pruned decades after his injury. "Terry changed what we thought about what might be possible," Schiff told Ian's family.

There was also Louis Viljoen, in South Africa, who in 1999 began speaking when put on zolpidem, better known as Ambien, a sedative that was, ironically, supposed to put him to sleep. He, too, had been declared vegetative--a "cabbage," according to one doctor--after being hit by a truck. Within 25 minutes of taking zolpidem, his mother recalled, he started making his first sounds, and when she spoke, he responded, "Hello, Mummy." Then the effects of the drug faded as rapidly as they'd come on.

Viljoen would continue taking zolpidem every day; he eventually recovered enough to be conscious even without the drug, but a daily dose reanimated him further. "After nine minutes the grey pallor disappears and his face flushes. He starts smiling and laughing. After 10 minutes he begins asking questions," a reporter who met him in 2006 wrote. Several other drugs, including amantadine and apomorphine, can have similarly arousing effects, though none has worked in more than a tiny sliver of patients. In certain people, for reasons still not understood, they might activate a damaged brain just enough to kick it into gear, "like catching a ride on a wave," Schiff, who has studied patients on Ambien, told me.

The most important takeaway, researchers say, is simply this: People with covert awareness exist, and they are not exceedingly rare.

Greg Pearson, in New Jersey, had electrodes implanted in his thalamus in 2005 as part of a study by Schiff and Giacino. The thalamus is a walnut-size region of the brain that sits above the opening at the bottom of the skull, where the spinal cord meets the brain, a position that makes it particularly vulnerable during injury: When a bruised brain swells, it has nowhere to go but down, putting tremendous pressure on the thalamus. Because the thalamus usually regulates arousal--Schiff likens it to a pacemaker for the brain--damage to this region can induce disorders of consciousness. Schiff wondered if stimulating the thalamus could restore some of its function. And indeed, when the electrodes were turned on during surgery, Pearson blurted out his first word in many years: "Yup." He was eventually able to recite the first 16 words of the Pledge of Allegiance and tell his mother, "I love you."

A damaged brain, in some cases, might be more like a flickering lamp with faulty wiring than a lamp that has had its wiring ripped out. If so, that circuitry can be manipulated. The neurosurgeon Wilder Penfield realized this decades ago, when he discovered that he could make a conscious patient fall unconscious by gently pressing on a certain area of the brain.

That our consciousness might actually be dynamic, that it can be dialed up and down, is not so strange if you consider what happens every day. We become unconscious when we sleep at night, only to reanimate the next day. Could this dialing back up be artificially controlled when the brain is too damaged to do so itself?

After the publication of the study on Pearson, in 2007, Schiff couldn't keep up with all the calls to his office. He and his colleagues were now looking for more patients, including people who were even less responsive initially than Pearson--people whose condition would test the extent of what deep-brain stimulation using electrodes could do.

Given his limited but still discernible responses, Ian seemed like the perfect candidate. The researchers were careful not to make guarantees. But Eve harbored hope that Ian could one day tell her, "I love you." His family agreed to join the trial.

I'll cut to the chase: Ian's deep-brain stimulation did not work. At one point during the surgery to implant the electrodes, he said the only intelligible word he's uttered since 1986--"Down," in response to being asked, "What is the opposite of up?" Then he lapsed into silence once again. In the months that followed, therapists spent hours and hours asking Ian to move his arm or respond to questions, to no avail.

Geoff, who worked in video production at the time, captured the process on film. He had intended to make a documentary about what he hoped would be his brother's recovery. In addition to filming Ian in the trial, he'd taped interviews with family members, asking what hearing Ian speak again would mean to them.

He never did make the documentary. Without a miraculous recovery, he felt, the story was just too sad. This past winter, Geoff dug up the old camcorder tapes, and we watched the footage together on the living-room TV. He hadn't seen it since he filmed it nearly 20 years ago. "Tough to watch," he said more than once.


At the time of his accident, Ian--seen here in a video from a high-school class--was a month away from graduation. (Sarah Blesener for The Atlantic)



After Ian went home, life at the Rainbow Lodge went on largely as it had before. Something did change, though--specifically for Geoff. Knowing that scientists now believed Ian retained some awareness transformed how he related to his younger brother. He started spending more time with Ian, and the two regained a brotherly intimacy. "Ian, are you conscious or are you a vegetable?" Geoff teased during one of my visits. "I think you're a vegetable. I think you look like a kumquat."

Geoff eventually took on more and more of Ian's care; he is now paid through Medicaid as a part-time caregiver, helping Eve, who is 86. Geoff is the one who puts Ian to bed every evening, smoothing out the sheets to make sure he does not lie on a wrinkle all night long. He tucks an extra pillow on Ian's left side, as his head has a tendency to droop that way.

For Eve, caregiving came naturally; she told me her ambition in life was always to be a mother. She had married at 18 and had three children in quick succession. When their marriage became strained, she and her first husband decided to try an open relationship. In 1964, Eve got a job waitressing at a Woodstock cafe whose owners let a singer named Bob Dylan live upstairs. She flirted with men. She flirted with Dylan, who took her to play pool and showed her pages of his book in progress, Tarantula. ("Bob was much cuter," she says of Timothee Chalamet, who starred in the recent Dylan biopic.) Eventually she got divorced; her second husband was Ian's father. Her third, Marshall, was an artist with a successful marketing career in New York City. Eve and Marshall planned to spend more time there after Ian graduated. The car crash upended everything.

Afterward, Eve threw herself back into the role of devoted mother. (Marshall helped take care of Ian until his death in 2011.) Even now, with Geoff and two nurses who cover five days a week, Eve has certain tasks she insists on carrying out herself. She trims Ian's nails and hair, now thinning on top to reveal the faint scars from his deep-brain-stimulation surgery. She shaves him. When she speaks to her son, she leans over close, their matching Roman noses almost touching. In these moments, Ian will vocalize--"Aaaaaahh ahhhhhh"--like he is trying to talk with his mother.


Ian's stepfather, Marshall, cared for him alongside Eve until his death in 2011. (Sarah Blesener for The Atlantic; Courtesy of the Baer family)



"I think Ian lived for my mom," Geoff told me at one point, thinking back to the hospital, where Eve pleaded over his unconscious body, holding on to Ian with her imagined golden lasso. She had promised Ian then that she would do anything for him if he lived--hence the healers, the studies, and her devotion to him for the past 39 years.

While Ian was recovering from the deep-brain-stimulation surgery, Eve came across a poem by E. E. Cummings that affected her so deeply, she took to reading it aloud to him in a morning ritual. The second stanza goes:

(i who have died am alive again today,
and this is the sun's birthday;this is the birth
day of life and of love and wings:and of the gay
great happening illimitably earth)


Schiff kept probing the outer limits of consciousness in patients with severe brain injuries. Last year, he, along with Owen, Laureys, and other researchers in the field, published the largest and most comprehensive study yet of covert awareness. This is the New England Journal of Medicine study that included Ian, and found one in four vegetative or minimally conscious brain-injury patients to have covert awareness. (Schiff prefers the term cognitive motor disassociation, to highlight the disconnect between the patients' mental and physical abilities.) "Our experience was Wow, it's not so hard to find these people," Schiff told me.

The researchers do not believe that everyone with a disorder of consciousness is somehow cognitively intact--a majority are probably not, according to this study. The most important takeaway, researchers say, is simply this: People with covert awareness exist, and they are not exceedingly rare.

From the June 2015 issue: Hacking the brain

These findings raise profound questions about our ethical obligation to people with severe brain injuries. In his 2015 book, Rights Come to Mind, Joseph Fins, a medical ethicist at Cornell who frequently collaborates with Schiff, argues that such patients deserve better than to be "cast aside by an indifferent health care system," or left to languish as mere bodies to feed and clean. "For so long, I'd been stripped of any identity," one brain-injury patient, Julia Tavalaro, wrote in her memoir, Look Up for Yes. "I had begun to think of myself as less than an animal." She was able to write the book after a particularly observant speech therapist finally noticed, six years after her injury, that she could communicate with her eyes. But too often, Fins told me, patients are shunted into long-term-care homes that cannot provide the attention and rehab that could uncover subtle signs of consciousness.

These patients are also especially vulnerable to abuse. In 2019, staff at a facility in Phoenix called 911 in a panic after a patient--who was reportedly vegetative but may have been minimally conscious--unexpectedly gave birth. No one at the facility, where she had lived for years, even knew she was pregnant until a nurse saw the baby's head. She had been raped by a male nurse.

In some cases, patients with covert awareness may never make it to long-term care--they simply die when life support is withdrawn at the hospital. "If you went back 15, 20 years, there was a tremendous amount of nihilism" among doctors, says Kevin Sheth, a neurologist at Yale. Even as medicine has become less fatalistic about brain injury, hospitals still rarely look for covert awareness using fMRI. ICU patients may be too fragile to be moved to an fMRI machine, and the technology is too cumbersome and expensive to bring into the ICU.

Varina Boerwinkle, a neurocritical-care specialist now at the University of North Carolina, believes the technology should be routinely used with brain-injury patients. She told me about a 6-year-old boy she treated at a previous job in 2021, who had been in a car crash. Her initial impression was that he would not survive, and his first fMRI scan showed no signs of awareness. Boerwinkle began to wonder if doctors were prolonging his suffering. But the team repeated the test on day 10, in anticipation of discussing withdrawal of care with the boy's parents. To Boerwinkle's astonishment, his brain was now active: He could respond when asked to perform specific mental tasks in the fMRI.

Brain implants are already helping certain paralyzed patients control cursors with their mind or speak via a computer-generated voice.

At first, Boerwinkle wasn't sure what to say to the boy's family about the fMRI. Though it implied that he still had cognitive function, it did not guarantee that he would ever recover enough to respond physically or verbally. Her colleagues have seen families struggle to care for a child with a severe brain injury, Boerwinkle told me, and everyone was wary of providing false hope.

The doctors ultimately did inform the boy's parents about their findings; his mother told me the fMRI gave them the confidence to agree to another surgery. It worked. Four years later, the boy is back in school. He uses an eye-gaze device to communicate and zoom around in his wheelchair, and his reading and math skills are on par with those of other kids his age.

Scientists are now looking for simpler tools to test for covert awareness. Patients who show signs of awareness early on, it seems, tend to have better recoveries than those who don't. Owen, now based at the University of Western Ontario, recently published a study using functional near-infrared spectroscopy, which shines a light through the skull. A group at Columbia University, led by Jan Claassen, is experimenting with EEG electrodes that sit on the head.

But even after 20 years of research, little has changed in terms of what doctors can do to help patients found to have covert awareness long after their injury--which is still, in most cases, nothing. On his office wall, Schiff has taped the brain scans of five patients to remind him of the human stakes of his work. He is now exploring brain implants, which are already helping certain paralyzed patients control cursors with their mind or speak via a computer-generated voice. The next several years could prove crucial, as a crop of well-funded companies tests new ways of interfacing with the brain: Elon Musk's Neuralink, perhaps the best-known of these, uses filaments implanted by a sewing-machine-like robot; Precision Neuroscience's thin film floats atop the cortex; and Synchron's implant is threaded up to the brain through the jugular vein.

Getting any of these implants to work in people with severe injuries like Ian's will be particularly challenging. Ian's age and the electrodes already implanted in his brain also make him an unlikely early candidate. This technology--if it ever works for people like him--may arrive too late for Ian.

Even in 1972, when Plum and Jennett first described the vegetative state, the doctors foresaw that they were barreling toward a "problem with humanitarian and socioeconomic implications." The vegetative patients they described could now be kept alive indefinitely--but should they be? At what cost? Who's to decide? Soon enough, Plum himself was asked to weigh in on the life of a 21-year-old woman.

In 1975, Plum became the lead witness in the case of Karen Ann Quinlan, who'd recently fallen into a vegetative state. She had collapsed after taking Valium mixed with alcohol, which temporarily starved her brain of oxygen. Her parents wanted her ventilator removed. Her doctors refused. In the ensuing legal battle, Quinlan's family and friends testified that she had said, in conversations about people with cancer, that she wouldn't want to be "kept alive by machines." But there was no way to know what Quinlan wanted in her current condition. Plum categorically pronounced that she "no longer has any cognitive function"; another doctor likened her, in his court testimony, to an "anencephalic monster."

In the end, a court granted her parents' request to remove Quinlan's ventilator. The controversy surrounding her case fueled interest in then-novel advance directives, which allow people to spell out if and at what point they want to die in the event of future incapacitation. In recognizing that life might not always be worth living, the court's ruling also inspired a nascent "right to die" movement in the U.S.

By the time Terri Schiavo, in Florida, made national news in the early 2000s, resurfacing many of the same legal and ethical questions, the science had become more complicated. Schiavo had also been diagnosed as vegetative after she collapsed--from cardiac arrest, in her case. When her condition did not improve after eight years, her husband sought to have her feeding tube removed. Her parents fought back, fiercely. Although most experts found her to be vegetative, those aligned with her parents seized on the newly defined minimally conscious state to argue that Schiavo was still aware. The family released video clips purporting to show her responding to her mother's voice or tracking a Mickey Mouse balloon with her eyes. If she was still conscious, they argued, she should not be made to die.

Schiavo became a cause celebre for the religious right, and opinions hardened. Where one side saw parents honoring their daughter's life, the other saw them clinging to illusory hope. Giacino told me that because of his key role in defining the minimally conscious state, he was asked to examine Schiavo by the office of Jeb Bush, then Florida's governor. The behavioral exam he planned to perform, Giacino said, could have helped discern whether Schiavo's responses were real or random. He never did go to Florida, though, because a court proceeding made another exam moot.

Schiavo eventually died when her feeding tube was removed in 2005. The general consensus now holds that she likely was vegetative--an autopsy later found that her brain had atrophied to half its normal size--but Giacino still wonders how that correlated with her level of consciousness. Because he never examined her himself, he personally reserved judgment.

If Schiavo--or let's say a hypothetical patient diagnosed as vegetative, like her--were in fact minimally conscious or covertly aware, would that tip the calculus of keeping her alive one way or the other? Which way? On one hand is the horrifying proposition of snuffing out a human consciousness. On the other hand is what some might consider a fate worse than death, of living imprisoned in a body entirely without choice, without freedom. In memoirs and interviews, brain-injury patients who regained communication--Tavalaro among them--speak of despair, of abuse, and of sheer, uninterrupted boredom. They could not even turn their head to stare at a different patch of wall paint. One young man described the particular agony of being placed carelessly in a wheelchair and forced to sit for hours atop his testicles. Some have tried to end their life by holding their breath, which turns out to be physically impossible. The classical notion of a totally mindless vegetative state offered at least meager solace: a person devoid of consciousness would not experience pain or suffering.

One-third of locked-in patients, who can communicate only using their eyes, have thought of suicide often or occasionally, according to a survey of 65 people conducted by Laureys, the Belgian neurologist. But a majority of these patients have never contemplated suicide. They say they are happy, and those who have been locked in longer report being happier, which squares with other research showing that people with disabilities are in fact quite adaptable in the long term. Of course, those who responded to the survey are not entirely representative of everyone with a brain injury; for one thing, they could still communicate, albeit with difficulty.

What about covertly aware patients, with total loss of communication--are they happy to be alive? As far as I know, only one such person has ever had the opportunity to answer this question. In the 2010 study, after the 22-year-old man answered five consecutive yes-or-no questions correctly, Laureys decided to pose a last question, one to which he did not already know the answer: Do you want to die?

Where the man's previous responses were clear, this one was ambiguous. The scan suggested that he was imagining neither tennis nor his house. He seemed to be thinking neither yes nor no, but something more complicated--exactly what, we will never know.

I posed a version of this question to the researchers who have devoted their career to understanding disorders of consciousness. Would you choose to live? "If no one was coming to the rescue, if help was not on the way, I wouldn't want to be in any of these situations," said Schiff, who has a practical eye toward brain-implant research that could one day help these patients.

Owen was more philosophical. He told me that when people learn about his research, many say they would prefer to die; even his wife says that. But he is less certain. He does not have an advance directive. Perhaps the only thing worse than wanting to die and being forced to live, he said, is to watch everyone let you die when you have decided, in the moment of truth, that you actually want to live.

On one of my trips to the Rainbow Lodge this past winter, Geoff rigged up Ian's foot switch--one of countless assistive devices his family has tried--to play a prerecorded message for me. "Hey, Sarah, thanks for coming!" it went in Geoff's singsong voice. "I'm glad to see ya." His family had hoped, at one point, that Ian's left foot, which waves back and forth, unlike his permanently fixed right one, could become a mode of communication. But Ian has never been able to push the switch reliably on command. Still, occasionally, he hits the big green button just hard enough to set it off.


Ian's brother Geoff has become one of his caregivers, despite his earlier misgivings about their mother's decision to keep Ian alive. (Sarah Blesener for The Atlantic)



I cannot know to what extent, if any, this movement is voluntary. But Ian's foot is certainly more active at some times than others. While his family and I chatted over lunch at the kitchen table one day, it went tap, tap. "Hey, Sarah, thanks for coming!" Was he trying to join the conversation? "Hey, Sarah, thanks for coming!" If so, what did he want to say?

There was one other instance when I saw his foot moving that much--during a previous visit, when we spoke in detail about Ian's car crash for the first time. The crash took place in the early morning, after the boys had been together all night. Ian was driving. When Eve was asked to identify the body of the boy who died, Sam, she recognized the white shell necklace Ian had brought back for him from a recent trip to Florida. The third boy--the one who survived--eventually stopped keeping in touch with high-school friends, a disappearance they attributed to survivor's guilt.

I wondered if our conversation would distress Ian, if we should be replaying these events in front of him. To me, it seemed as though his face had turned especially tense. His foot was going tap, tap, tap. Or was I projecting my own thoughts, as it is so easy to do with someone who cannot respond? "Ian knows he killed his best friend," Geoff said at one point that night. "By accident."

The next day, Ian was grinding his teeth. It happens sometimes, Eve told me. Perhaps something hurt. Or his stomach was upset. Or an eyelash was stuck in his eye. They tried to rule out causes one by one, but it's always a guessing game. I thought back to our conversation the night before, and wondered whether the presence of a stranger probing the traumatic events of his life might have agitated him.

Ian could not walk away from a conversation he did not want to have, nor could he correct the record of what we got wrong. If his memories and cognition are more intact than not, then he has had time--so much time--to live inside his own thoughts. Has he come to his own reckoning over his friend's death? Does he feel his own survivor's guilt? Does he ever wish for the fate of one of his friends in the car over the one he was actually dealt? Perhaps being incapable of these thoughts would be a mercy in itself.

At one point, Geoff decided to reprogram Ian's foot switch, in part to cheer up Molly Holm, one of Ian's nurses since 2008, who had bruised her ribs slipping on ice. Molly had known Ian back in high school; he was friends with her older brother. She started coming to patterning sessions at the Rainbow Lodge after the accident, taking a position at Ian's right hand. She later became a nurse. Her first job was at a head-trauma center, where she looked after young men with injuries like Ian's. In some of the vegetative patients, she would see flashes of what seemed like awareness. But who was she, a very green nurse, to question a doctor's diagnosis? Some of the men at this facility rarely had visitors, Molly says, their isolation so unlike the warmth of Ian's home.

From the April 2024 issue: Sarah Zhang on the cystic-fibrosis breakthrough that changed everything

That's what originally drew her, a deeply unhappy 14-year-old, to the Rainbow Lodge all those years ago. (Okay, she admits, she'd also had a huge crush on Ian before the crash.) It drew other people too, including those who temporarily moved into the lodge's guest rooms during the patterning days: Ian's girlfriend, Valerie Cashen; a friend of Geoff's, Karen McKenna, who was 21 and pregnant, and had recently split from her boyfriend; and, perhaps most unexpectedly, the mother of the boy killed in the car crash, Renee Montana. Eve had overheard her primal scream of grief in the hospital, and when they later met, the mothers felt connected rather than divided by their respective tragedies.


Ian, Eve, Geoff, and Geoff's partner, Molly--also one of Ian's nurses--gather for cards after dinner at the Rainbow Lodge. (Sarah Blesener for The Atlantic)



Valerie, Karen, and Renee all arrived at the Rainbow Lodge overwhelmed by their own life circumstances. The two younger women stayed for a year or two and became close friends. Karen hadn't known Ian at all before his injury. She first came to the hospital as a friend of the family; she offered to watch over Ian for Eve because, well, she didn't have much else to do. She gave birth to her baby while living at the lodge, Eve by her side as her Lamaze coach. Karen's time caring for Ian helped inspire her to enroll in nursing school, and she eventually became a nurse at the very ICU where she first met Ian.

Renee stayed for a few years. She did not blame Ian for Sam's death, though she knew that others did. When I asked her if she ever thought about what might have happened if their fates had been switched, she had an immediate answer: "My poor boy would have been institutionalized."

She didn't have the means to care for him at home; she didn't have the Rainbow Lodge. She was a single mom, living with a boyfriend in a disintegrating relationship. Eve and Marshall's welcoming her into their community kept her from going adrift. "They just saved my life," she said. Her life took an unexpected turn there too: Renee ended up having another child--her daughter, Morganne--born in 1988, after Renee had a brief affair with Eve's brother.

Out of these chaotic circumstances, Eve and Renee found their bond as new friends cemented into that of family. Eve was present at this birth as well; she cut Morganne's umbilical cord. Back at the lodge, they put the newborn girl in Ian's lap, letting him hold a new life that would not exist had his own not been thrown off course. Morganne, now 37, told me that her earliest memories are of curling up at Ian's feet to watch TV.

Reflecting on life after Ian's accident, Eve prefers to speak not of loss but of gains: a new niece, lifelong friends, the entire Rainbow Lodge community. She decided long ago that she could carry others forward--Ian most of all--on her brute optimism. And in our hours of conversation, I never heard her linger on a negative note.

In this respect, Geoff does not take after his mother. "Geoff's more like, I see your suffering, brother," Molly told me. He and Ian have a different kind of bond, she added, "because Geoff recognizes that, sometimes, this sucks."

"No, I mean, it definitely sucks, right?" Geoff said. "Not to be able to communicate sucks."

Geoff's coping mechanism is humor, at times dark, at times juvenile. It helps that Ian's most reliable response is laughter. When he really gets going, his chuckle turns into a full chest shake. Geoff still dreams about the technology that might help his brother communicate. For now, they have the foot switch.

The message Geoff recorded after Molly's fall was meant to make her, and everyone else, laugh: He blew a fart noise, scattered objects on the ground, and shouted, "Oh my God! What happened there?" Then he slipped the switch under Ian's left foot.


Molly and Geoff care for Ian together, and will continue to do so after Eve is gone. (Sarah Blesener for The Atlantic)



Geoff was so keen to lift Molly's spirits because they are a couple, together since 2000. Over the course of their relationship, Geoff had grown close to another of her patients, a spunky boy who eventually died of epidermolysis bullosa, also known as butterfly-skin syndrome, in his 20s. They don't have children of their own but they had become a caretaking unit, their relationship deepening over their shared love for the boy. Now they care for Ian together, and they will continue to care for him when Eve is gone.

When I was leaving the Rainbow Lodge for the last time, Eve impressed upon me what she hoped people would take away from Ian's life: "It's not a sad story." On this, Molly concurred. Yes, it sucks sometimes. But Ian has been continuously surrounded by people who love him, people who took that love and made something of it.

As if on cue, Ian's foot switch went off. Fart noise. Objects scattering. "Oh my God! What happened there?" Maybe it was just a random movement of his foot. Maybe he wanted to disagree with his mother's assessment. Or maybe he agreed that his is not a sad story. If only he could tell us in his own words.



This article appears in the June 2025 print edition with the headline "Is Ian Still In There?" When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The New Spiritual Leader on Campus

Students are growing less religious. Many chaplains are adapting.

by Cornelia Powers




Updated at 10:43 a.m. ET on May 19, 2025


On May 24, 1961, the Yale University chaplain William Sloane Coffin Jr. led a group of Freedom Riders on a 160-mile bus ride from Atlanta, Georgia, to Montgomery, Alabama, to protest segregation laws. The voyage and his subsequent arrest turned Coffin into a national figure in the fight for civil rights. Yet even as he made headlines, Coffin remained committed to another, quieter aspect of his role as a college chaplain. Over the course of his 18 years at Yale, he spent virtually every afternoon counseling students. They discussed relationships, academic worries, theological questions, and--for those eligible--the prospect of being drafted into the Vietnam War. A pastor first and foremost, he considered it "a great privilege" to enter what he called "the secret garden of another person's soul."

Today, at a moment when young people are much less likely to say they're religious, you might think that the demand for college chaplains would be on the decline. But recent evidence suggests that the opposite is true. Although a 2022 report from the Public Religion Research Institute found that nearly 40 percent of young adults do not identify with any established religion, college students are actually attending religious-life programs in larger numbers than they have in decades, and many colleges and universities have more chaplains, some volunteer and some paid, than they did in the early 2000s, James W. Fraser, a professor emeritus of history and education at New York University and the author of the forthcoming book Religion and the American University, told me. Many of these chaplains are taking inspiration from Coffin: They're reimagining what a spiritual leader can be in order to better meet the needs and beliefs of their students--many of whom, religious or not, still crave a sense of belonging, meaning, and purpose.

For centuries, religion was central to American university life. Many colleges were established as divinity schools and led by presidents who doubled as ordained ministers, John Schmalzbauer, a religious-studies professor at Missouri State University who studies chaplaincy and campus ministry, told me. But in the early 20th century, a great number of those institutions began shifting their focus from ministry to research, and college presidents started to devote less of their time to spiritual life. In their place, universities hired chaplains to preside over daily chapel services and offer moral guidance to students.

Read: Religious education and the meaning of life

The shape of the college chaplaincy transformed multiple times over the next several decades--first during the Coffin era, when it became a platform from which to advocate for social justice; and again in the late 1970s and '80s, when the social movements of the '60s lost steam, academic communities became significantly less religious, and the college chaplaincy shed some of its previous status.

Modern college chaplains, deans, and directors of religious life have taken on a new grab bag of duties. In addition to leading forms of worship and talking with students about their faith, as they always have, many chaplains also help students navigate housing insecurity, safety threats, and campus protests. Although the position was once thought of as a "defined pot," Kirstin Boswell, Elon University's chaplain and dean of multifaith engagement, told me, it is now more an interdisciplinary "web." The chaplains themselves are also much more diverse. Whereas the chaplaincy was once dominated by white Christian men, many today are women or people of color, and they come from a range of religious traditions. Of the 471 chaplains recently surveyed by the Association for Chaplaincy and Spiritual Life in Higher Education (ACSLHE)--the nation's largest membership organization for university chaplains, directors, and deans of religious and spiritual life--6 percent said they don't identify with a major religion, and 2 percent said they don't believe in God at all.

Chaplains' primary work is still counseling students, but many approach these conversations with more openness than their predecessors did. Reporting this story, I spoke with about a dozen college chaplains and campus-ministry experts across the country, several of whom sit on ACSLHE's board. Citing their own experiences, which are backed up by a robust body of research, they explained that most modern-day chaplains both engage with established religious practices and embrace alternative forms of spirituality or self-care, which can be as varied as coloring sessions, friendship courses, and nature walks. Some students might see "the religious center as a place where someone would try to convert them," Vanessa Gomez Brake, the senior associate dean of religious life at the University of Southern California and the first atheist-humanist to occupy that position at a major American university, told me. But chaplains today tend to draw from a range of texts and traditions, rather than proselytizing their own beliefs.

For less-religious students, some of their first conversations about spiritual matters may be with chaplains. At a stage of life when they are figuring out who they are and what they believe, many undergrads are likely to find themselves in a "hardwired body, mind, and soul spiritual growth spurt," Lisa Miller, a clinical psychologist and the founder of the Spirituality Mind Body Institute at Columbia University, told me. Although religion is by no means necessary for navigating this growth spurt, it has historically served as a helpful starting point for many students. Until relatively recently, most American families were religious to some degree, which fostered "a de facto spiritual life in the air and water of our culture," Miller explained. Regardless of their own religious beliefs, many teens used to arrive on campus with a "backpack of spiritual and religious practices." Today, many show up having never prayed.

Read: When faith comes up, students avert their eyes

Perhaps because of students' lack of exposure, contemporary college chaplains say they "have never felt more needed," Schmalzbauer, of Missouri State, told me. Having devoted their lives to service and existential inquiry, chaplains can be well positioned to advise religious devotees, the spiritually curious, or just the average young person beset by angst. Their guidance might help undergrads as they sort through any number of uncertainties, whether about God, school, friendships, romance, family, or their undecided futures. "Students need someone who will hear them, who will sit with them, who will be present with them, and who won't be on their phones in front of them," Nathan Albert, ACSLHE's board president and the chaplain at the University of Lynchburg, told me.

Of course, the help college students need is sometimes beyond what chaplains are trained to provide. Recent data show that Gen Z is, by some measures, the loneliest generation in the United States, and that rates of anxiety, depression, and suicidal ideation on university campuses are at a peak. "These kids achieve to very high levels, they jump through the hoops, they get to college, and then they're left wondering what it's all for," Jennifer Breheny Wallace, the author of Never Enough: When Achievement Culture Becomes Toxic--And What We Can Do About It, told me. Universities aren't blind to the pressures students are under, and many have made student wellness a priority. This may be one reason more schools are investing in religious and spiritual life, Schmalzbauer, NYU's Fraser, and others told me.

But crucially, as Schmalzbauer explained, pastoral care is not the same thing as psychological counseling. Chaplains can occasionally end up in tough spots, particularly as demand for mental-health care has outpaced the supply of therapists and psychiatrists on college campuses. Varun Soni, the dean of religious life at USC, told me that most of his students are dealing with routine anxieties, which he feels comfortable talking through. Yet he also meets with some students experiencing depression and suicidal ideation. For these more serious cases, Soni and his colleagues work closely with the university's mental-health center and even walk students to a counselor's door themselves.

This isn't to say that chaplains don't have a role to play in improving student health and well-being. Research from Columbia University's Miller and others has found that spiritual development is associated with protection against depression and substance abuse, and with setting young adults up for healthier relationships, more purposeful work, and greater emotional resilience. In recent years, some schools have paired chaplains with therapists and counselors to provide "preventative mental health care," Wendy Cadge, the president of Bryn Mawr College and founder of the Chaplaincy Innovation Lab, told me.

Yet, unlike mental-health professionals, the chaplain's goal is not to treat students, but rather to help them find community, meaning, and a reprieve from the grind. "People want to feel loved for who they are and not what they do," Chaz Lattimore Howard, the university chaplain and vice president for social equity and community at the University of Pennsylvania, told me. Whether or not they believe in God, they "want to be reassured that it's going to be okay." In a world where so much may not seem okay, college chaplains say they can help students--not via certainty or quick fixes, but as Coffin once did: by tending to their inner lives.



This article has been updated to clarify William Sloane Coffin Jr.'s title.

  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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First My Mother Died. Then My Home Got Hit by a Tornado.

My street got leveled by 150-mph winds. Why do I feel somehow at ease?

by Ian Bogost




The wind was whipping up, but I ignored it. I was at my house in St. Louis, on the phone with the rabbi who would officiate my mother's funeral, a thousand miles away. We spoke about her life, her family, the service, and other matters both material and spiritual. Mom had been sick for well over a year, but she started declining rapidly in December. Late last month, she was admitted to hospice. Along with her nurses and aides, I helped tend to her frail form as she slowly ceased to be able to eat, to speak, to breathe. Finally relieved of pain, she allowed comfort to overtake her.

When the emergency alert blared on my smartphone, I told the rabbi that we should probably finish talking later. My wife had just raced down the stairs to the basement, calling for me to follow. I did, but also I lingered: The sky was so dark. I had never seen a storm like this before. Later I'd realize that's because I had never been inside an EF-3 category tornado with 150-plus mph winds, like the one that tore across metro St. Louis on Friday. But on my way to the basement, I didn't know that. I took in the surreal, terrifying sight of a full-grown shingle oak scraping the ground. The storm seemed gentle to me in that moment, as it laid the tree to rest inside my yard. I saw it cradling the oak to its now-certain end, as I had done for my mother the week before.

My feeling of repose was gone by the time I reached the basement and heard windows shattering. Glass is a human invention, and its breakage is inevitably associated with human violence or a human accident: a burglar's incursion, a child's wayward baseball, a pogrom. I knew in my head that nature, too, can impose itself on the built environment, but still I was unprepared for the sensation of its happening.

As a midwesterner in the age of anthropogenic climate change, I have spent many hours in the basement waiting out tornado warnings. Normally, it's boring to be down there in storm isolation, even though we all bring phones and tablets, and the power usually stays on. We might express frustration at the fact that official warnings rarely come to much. The tornadoes never pass through here, we say. They always move west of the city. As of Friday morning, I understood that tornadoes were unlikely; baseball-size hail was the greater concern. But when a tornado has begun to whirl around your home, a sense of smallness overtakes you. Who are you to think you know how any of this works?

Read: The hybrid system that spots tornadoes

In the basement, my wife held my daughter tightly, begging me to stop wandering toward the walls and windows. I didn't do so out of bravado or even apprehension. I was enrapt. To watch the storm was to be a party to a power much greater than myself. As one gets older and more experienced, novel encounters become more precious. This one, embossed by the force of the powerful winds, was new to me. The philosopher Immanuel Kant thought that appreciating the sublime requires the safety of distance. Now I wondered whether he was wrong. Perhaps the sublime has to be confronted viscerally to be made complete, just like one cannot truly appreciate vertigo by watching roller coasters from the ground.

People lament and worry about the loss of human life. "I'm sorry for your loss," they say when I tell them my mother died. "Is everyone okay?" they ask after the storm passes. At least five people were killed and dozens injured in St. Louis on Friday. But when we emerged from our homes to assess the outcome--which included a splay of tar roofing, air-conditioning condensers, and insulation hurled from neighboring buildings--it still didn't feel right to relay the news that no one on our street had been hurt.

That's because of the trees. The tornado appears to have begun in Clayton, a well-to-do municipality just west of St. Louis. It crossed the edge of Forest Park, site of the 1904 World's Fair, and tore through residential neighborhoods as it moved northeast. Within them are residential streets planned in the late 19th century and built up in part by industrialists of the Gilded Age and progressive era. At the park and in the neighborhoods, the tree canopy has grown since then to some 80 feet in height. After a long and dreary winter, the pin oaks on my block, planted in tidy rows, had finally leafed out a few weeks earlier, casting an arch of shade over the whole street.

Almost all of them are gone now, felled whole or disfigured into shrapnel. To say they can't be replaced isn't quite right; it just takes decades to grow new ones. And yet, even this arboreal tragedy felt sublime, in its way: more than a century of slow progress wiped out in seconds. I will never see those trees again, not like that--but then again, neither would the people who first planted them in the early 1900s, when the saplings were too young to offer shade.

Trees are no less mortal than human beings. The pin oaks, by any measure, had already exceeded their typical lifespan of 100 to 120 years, and many had already suffered the ills of poorly drained soil and compaction. They'd been dying by the pair every year, but enough remained to give me and my neighbors the false impression that their shade was eternal, that we were owed it, that it was ours. The tornado ended that delusion.

At 75, my mother was young to die, by contemporary standards, but ancient by historical ones. Friends and family keep asking "What did she have?," hoping for a simple answer. But what she had was something more amorphous, a set of interconnected but distinct ailments that, when blended together and seasoned by accident, led to a slow decline and then a quick one. To yearn for a tidy word--cancer, stroke--to name misfortune is to make a category error, like trying to lasso the ocean. It betrays the mystery of life and death, fortune and accident. It is no more or less unfair that this fate would befall her than that a tornado would careen across my fancy street. If such things happen to someone, why not us?

Read: What the tornadoes in Nashville revealed

Mom and Dad were married for 52 years before he died two years ago. They worked together and did everything else together, too, a feat that would make me crazy but that my mother embraced. My father had a disability--I wrote about it for The Atlantic--stemming from a terrible auto accident in his teens, which he always tried to mask. Sometimes, especially late in his life, my mother would say that she remained so attached to him in order to take care of him, which is true. But she also maintained that close connection by choice. Seeing her confined to the same hospital bed that he had used, in the same room, taking the same narcotics prescriptions, felt somehow apt. This, too, they would do together, if slightly apart.
 
 Mom kept close tabs on the weather wherever I lived, which was always too far away, by her judgment. She would text or call when she saw storms in the forecast. Are you okay? she might ask. And I would play the role of churlish son, answering We're fine mom, don't worry, or The tornadoes always pass to the west, as if I had a say in the matter. But the one time she was finally right to be concerned, she couldn't express the worry anymore. I am tempted to call this irony, but it is better named indifference.

What a shame that indifference is seen only in a negative light. The storm's disregard was terrifying and awesome. I felt it in the basement as the gale whipped around my house, and then in the street, amid the fallen oaks and the hurtled air-conditioning condensers. And I'd felt the same sense of the sublime at Mom's bedside earlier that week as her fever became terminal. Neither Mom nor I were targeted for calamity, but it found us nevertheless. The universe is indifferent, and that is terrifying, and that is beautiful.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2025/05/tornado-st-louis-sublime/682900/?utm_source=feed
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The Trump Administration Is Tempting a Honeybee Disaster

Bees are dying. Federal funding cuts aren't helping.

by Joanna Thompson




It was early January when Blake Shook realized the bees were in trouble. Shook, the CEO of a beekeeping outfit called Desert Creek, was coordinating California's annual almond pollination, the largest such event in the world. The affair requires shipping nearly 2 million honeybee colonies from all across the country to California orchards. But this year, Shook's contacts were coming up short. Their bees were all dead.

From June 2024 to February 2025, the United States suffered its worst commercial honeybee crash on record. An estimated 62 percent of commercial colonies perished, according to a survey by the nonprofit Project Apis m. As Shook and other beekeepers were struggling to fill their contracts, they notified the U.S. Department of Agriculture, which promptly collected samples of pollen, wax, honey, and dead bees from both live and lost colonies to analyze at its five bee-research laboratories around the country. The USDA has long been the country's frontline response to honeybee die-offs, using its labs to characterize threats to the insects.

But this year, before the researchers could uncover what exactly had killed the bees, the Trump administration's sweeping federal funding cuts scrambled the operation. Now scientists, farmers, and beekeepers alike are racing to recover and prevent the next massive die-off before it's too late.

Honeybee colonies in the U.S. have occupied a precarious position for nearly two decades. Since official recordkeeping started in 2007, approximately 40 percent of honeybee colonies kept by both commercial and hobbyist beekeepers have died off each winter. Keepers have still managed to keep the total U.S. honeybee population relatively stable by breeding new queens, and by relying on the USDA to quickly identify what caused any given die-off so they can prevent it from happening the next year.

Quickly is the operative word. Identifying which killer--or, more likely, combination of killers--is responsible for a colony's death is crucial for beekeepers as they restock and adjust for new threats. They need to know whether they should provide their bees with supplemental food, or treat their gear with chemicals to kill specific parasites, viruses, or bacteria. "Until they have results from the samples that were taken, they don't know if it's safe to rebuild with that equipment," Danielle Downey, the executive director of Project Apis m., told me.

Read: The last thing bees need right now

After a major winter die-off, the USDA usually returns its verdict by late March or early April, Downey said. But several beekeepers and the American Beekeeping Federation told me they are still waiting on this year's report. "It's a little frightening," Russell Heitkam, a commercial beekeeper in Northern California, told me. In addition to delivering its report on a given year's die-off, the agency offers financial aid for beekeepers to offset the costs of replacing their stock during years with particularly high losses. But Heitkam and Shook both told me that after they applied for the funds this year, they received a notice from the USDA's Farm Service Agency that said they should expect to be paid less than usual. If beekeepers don't have answers--or money--before summer begins, they will have missed their window to rebuild.

The Department of Agriculture seems hard-pressed to return answers in time. In February, the agency approached Cornell University and asked its bee experts to take on pesticide testing "due to government staffing cuts and the high expense involved with testing samples for pesticides," according to a university press release. The university was able to take on the job because it already had the necessary equipment, and because of a $60,000 donation from an anonymous donor. Scott McArt, the program director of Cornell's Dyce Lab for Honey Bee Studies, told me that he and his team are close to wrapping up their analysis, but they will need to run their results by the USDA before they can be shared. (A university spokesperson declined to comment further on how the partnership was worked out.)

Because of widespread government cuts, it's unclear to what extent the USDA is equipped to test for any other potential killers. An agency spokesperson told me, "USDA Agricultural Research Service scientists are working closely with federal partners, stakeholders, and impacted parties to identify the source of this agricultural challenge," but did not answer my questions about what, exactly, that work comprises. In February, The New York Times reported that roughly 800 employees had been fired from the Agricultural Research Service, the branch in charge of the agency's honeybee labs (among other services). Before that round of layoffs, each bee lab employed 10 to 20 researchers, each with their own highly specialized skill set. About a dozen of them were fired in February, according to a USDA bee-lab researcher who asked to remain anonymous to protect their job; some were rehired temporarily, then placed on administrative leave. The exact scope of the layoffs remains unclear--as of this week, none of the five labs has any listings under their websites' staff pages--and any loss of staff could prove debilitating as the deadline for beekeepers to rebuild approaches. John Ternest, an expert in bee pollination, told me he was abruptly let go in mid-February, just as he was helping select which tests for environmental contaminants to run on dead colonies at the USDA's Stoneville, Mississippi, bee-research unit.

Read: The NIH's most reckless cuts yet

Without fully funded and staffed USDA labs, experts fear that beekeepers won't know why their colonies are dying the next time disaster strikes. Beekeepers are relieved that Cornell has stepped in this year, but asking outside labs to pick up the agency's slack "isn't sustainable in the long run," Katie Lee, a honeybee researcher at the University of Minnesota, told me. For one thing, Cornell is one of a small handful of institutions in the country that have the equipment to test dead colonies for pesticides. Plus, the USDA has years' worth of data and well-established partnerships with beekeepers, universities, and nonprofits; nongovernmental agencies would have a hard time coordinating, communicating, and responding at the same scale. And aside from Cornell's anonymous benefactor, deep-pocketed donors have not exactly been coming out of the woodwork to fund entomology research.

The Department of Agriculture still has a few precious weeks to finish its research and distribute funds before many American beekeepers will be in real trouble. At the very least, the Trump administration is making beekeepers' jobs more complicated at a precarious moment. One chaotic year will likely not spell the end of American beekeeping, but if the upheaval continues, it will bring real risks. More than 90 commercial crops in the U.S. are pollinated by bees, including staples such as apples and squash. Even a modest reduction in crop yields, courtesy of honeybees dying off or beekeepers quitting the business, would force the U.S. to import more produce--which, with tariffs looming, is unlikely to come cheap.

The responsibility to keep food production stable through the ongoing bee crisis is putting immense stress on commercial beekeepers, most of whom operate relatively small family businesses. Every year for the past two decades, they have had to rebuild from some level of mass bee death. Carrying on is beginning to feel Sisyphean. "We're seeing a lot of commercial beekeepers quitting the field," Nathalie Steinhauer, an entomologist at Oregon State University, told me. Shook said that many of the beekeepers he works with now face bankruptcy. Still, a number of them plan to hold out for one more year, in hopes that this winter was a fluke, that federal funding will stabilize, that researchers will somehow figure out what killed their bees so it doesn't bring the American food system down too.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2025/05/honeybee-trump-research-disaster/682858/?utm_source=feed
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Trump Thinks He Knows What Started the Pandemic

The lab-leak theory of COVID-19's origins has become a principle of MAGA governance.

by Daniel Engber




The lab-leak theory of COVID-19's origins comes in many forms. Here is Donald Trump's: A scientist in Wuhan walked outside to have lunch, maybe with a girlfriend or something. "That's how it leaked out in my opinion, and I've never changed that opinion," the president said earlier this month at a press event. Whether something like this really happened was, until this year, a subject of lively debate. These days, it's being presented as official history. Yes, COVID did come out of a Chinese lab, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told reporters shortly after Trump's inauguration. "We now know that to be the confirmable truth."

Of course, we don't really know that, and they don't know it either. Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard, who has convened yet another lab-leak investigation at Trump's behest (after many other intelligence assessments led to split results), could only dance around the matter in an interview with Megyn Kelly earlier this month. Has some new and final proof been found? Kelly asked. Gabbard responded: "We are working on that with Jay Bhattacharya," the director of the National Institutes of Health, "and look forward to being able to share that hopefully very soon." (Gabbard's office did not reply to a request for comment.)

Any hedging on the matter of pandemic origins represents a standard view among the experts: We simply aren't sure. In reporting on this question for the past few years, I've spoken with some scientists and pandemic-origins investigators who are confident the coronavirus came out of a Wuhan lab, and with some who say they're nearly certain that the virus spread to humans from a market stall. I've also heard from many others whose appraisals of the odds fall somewhere in between. Their only common ground may be the single plain acknowledgment that the evidence we have is incomplete.

But, despite the well-established data gaps--and in willful disregard of them--the lab-leak theory has become a MAGA theorem. Adherence to it is now a central tenet of the Trump administration: a shibboleth for loyalists, an animating grievance, and, in recent weeks, a stated rationale for punitive reforms. Earlier this month, when the White House proposed an $18 billion cut to the nation's budget for biomedical research, the lab-leak theory--described as "now confirmed"--was given as a pretext.

There are many reasons to regret this shift toward artificial certainty, starting with the fact that whatever nuance now attached to the topic of pandemic origins has been hard-won. For much of 2020, a different bullheadedness prevailed: Invocations of the lab-leak theory were often tarred as right-wing propaganda, or even racist lies. At the start of Joe Biden's presidency, "there was a clear and almost overwhelming leaning towards natural origin," David Relman, a Stanford microbiologist and former member of the National Science Advisory Board for Biosecurity who has long maintained that a laboratory origin is more likely, told me. This bias weakened over time, as the theory came to have more distance from the Trump administration, and more suggestive bits of circumstantial evidence accrued. In the spring of 2023, the COVID-19 Origin Act, which demanded the declassification of all lab-leak-related intelligence, passed without a wisp of opposition, and in 2024, Relman himself was detailed to the White House as a senior adviser working on pandemic preparedness. "There was a palpable shift to the middle," he said.

But this equanimity has proved to be short-lived. According to the new administration and its supporters, the laboratory origin is presumptively correct. On covid.gov, which until last month offered only basic patient information ("If you test positive for COVID-19, talk to a doctor as soon as possible"), LAB LEAK now appears in jumbo font across the top--with Trump himself emerging from the gap between the B and L, as if he'd just leaked out himself. "The true origins of COVID-19," the government website says, beside his foot.

Declaring fealty to this point of view has now become a sacred rite within the GOP, not unlike endorsement of the claim that the 2020 election was a fraud. Plenty of Trump's most senior appointees have averred that COVID started in a lab. Secretary of Homeland Security Kristi Noem described it as "the truth." FDA Commissioner Marty Makary has claimed that a laboratory origin is a "no-brainer," and described it falsely as "now the leading theory among scientists." Bhattacharya said at an NIH town hall on Monday that he believes the coronavirus was released from a lab, and that it derived from U.S.-funded research. The DHS, FDA, and NIH did not reply to requests for comment.

Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has staked out the most extreme position of the bunch, publicly declaring that "SARS CoV-2 is certainly the product of bioweapons research." As of January, the entire U.S. intelligence community disagreed with this assessment. In an email, an HHS spokesperson told me that Americans "will no longer accept silence, censorship, or scientific groupthink" and "deserve the truth."

In the background, too, the administration has looked to bring other hard-liners on the lab-leak theory into the fold. Robert Kadlec, for instance, has been nominated for a role at the Department of Defense. A veteran of the first Trump administration who was instrumental in the management of Operation Warp Speed, he is also the author of a report that argues SARS-CoV-2 might have been developed by the Chinese military as a bioweapon that could lower American IQs by fogging up our brains with long COVID. (Kadlec told me that he doesn't think COVID would be a major part of his portfolio, if he were confirmed--but "it will have relevance with the biosurveillance work that may be done," he said.)

A former senior scientist at NIH told me about two others whose potential roles in government have not previously been reported. The first is Alina Chan, a molecular biologist at the Broad Institute of MIT and Harvard, the author of Viral: The Search for the Origin of COVID-19, and a dogged advocate for more vigorous investigations of the lab-leak theory and tighter restrictions on virology research. Chan confirmed to me that she is in discussions for a role at the NIH. "I haven't committed to anything," she told me, "but I do feel like now that we've reached this point, I feel that this is probably the most important thing that I should be doing in my life--doing as much as I can to help the U.S. government prevent future catastrophic lab leaks."

The former NIH scientist, who requested anonymity in order to preserve professional relationships, also said a contract was under consideration for Bryce Nickels, a Rutgers geneticist and Bhattacharya's friend and former podcast co-host. Nickels has been notably aggressive on the lab-leak theory, and as an advocate for better oversight of research that could lead to the production of more dangerous pathogens. In his posts on social media, Nickels has called Anthony Fauci a "monster" and maintained that the U.S. is in the business of developing "bioweapon agents." (Nickels did not reply to questions for this article.)

In principle, the arrival of this lab-leak coterie in Washington could have marked a useful shift in the study of pandemic origins. If the old guard in public health was at times inclined to paper over uncomfortable debates, this new one might be zealously transparent. Chan, for instance, told me that she'd like to see investigators take a closer look at documents and correspondence from EcoHealth Alliance, the NIH-funded nonprofit that was working with the Wuhan Institute of Virology, and spend more effort trying to nail down the very first cases of disease in China. She also thinks the government should release more details of the intelligence community's assessments, which might explain why different agencies and offices have come to different answers as to what is most likely to have occurred. (The FBI, CIA, and Department of Energy lean toward a laboratory accident of some kind. Five others, including the National Intelligence Council and the Defense Intelligence Agency, are inclined the other way.)

But this administration seems unlikely to make much progress on this front. If anything, its policies and proclamations have only made the subject more intractable. Even before Trump took office, many scientists were reluctant to engage with the topic, for fear of being drawn into what has been a very public and vituperative debate. Now that worry must be multiplied a hundred times. In recent months, the NIH has terminated grants that run afoul of the government's positions on diversity and gender, and shut off funding to entire research universities. It will soon end the system that U.S. researchers use to share grant funding with foreign collaborators, and has begun suspending collaborations overseas. The risks of stepping out of line have never been so salient.

In the meantime, new government restrictions inspired by the lab-leak theory could serve to make it even harder to fill in the remaining details of what happened in Wuhan. Michael Worobey, an evolutionary biologist at the University of Arizona who has published a string of papers laying out an aggressive case for the market origin, told me that he'd like to see more sampled DNA from wild populations of civets, raccoon dogs, and bamboo rats throughout China. But this sort of work would require close collaboration with Chinese researchers, at just the time when those collaborations are being scrutinized or canceled.

"The administration is developing a very adversarial relationship with the scientific and technical communities," Filippa Lentzos, a biosecurity researcher and professor at King's College London, told me. "It's not a facts-based discussion. There are facts from one side, but not from the other side." This climate will tend to undermine the work of encouraging more prudence in the labs of those who study risky pathogens, she said. As for the COVID-origins debate itself, she does not expect a satisfying answer. "I think it's kind of a lost cause."

Either way, by tying budget cuts and other new restrictions to the lab-leak theory, the administration seems intent on punishing an enormous swath of biomedical researchers for the actions of the tiny handful whose work could even theoretically be tied to the pandemic. "This is the most enormous case of baby and bathwater that I have ever seen," Relman told me. "The baby is just being shoved down the drain."



Katherine J. Wu contributed reporting.
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The Mother Who Never Stopped Believing Her Son Was Still There

For decades, Eve Baer remained convinced that her son, unresponsive after a severe brain injury, was still conscious. Science eventually proved her right.

by Sarah Zhang


Ian Berg and his mother, Eve Baer, in February 2025



The Toyota pickup hit the tree that May morning with enough explosive force to leave a gash that is still visible on its trunk 39 years later. Inside the truck, the bodies of three teenage boys hurled forward, each with terrible velocity.



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



One boy died instantly; a second was found alive outside the car. The third boy, Ian Berg, remained pinned in the driver's seat, a bruise blooming on the right side of his forehead. He had smacked it hard--much harder than one might have guessed from the bruise alone--which caused the soft mass of his brain to slam against the rigid confines of his skull. Where brain met bone, brain gave way. The matter of his mind stretched and twisted, tore and burst.

When the jaws of life freed him from the wreckage, Ian was still alive, but unconscious. "Please don't die. Please don't die. Please don't die," his mother, Eve Baer, pleaded over him at the hospital. She imagined throwing a golden lasso around his foot to keep him from floating away.

And Ian didn't die. After 17 days in a coma, he finally opened his eyes, but they flicked wildly around the room, unable to sync or track. He could not speak. He could not control his limbs. The severe brain injury he'd suffered, doctors said, had put him in a vegetative state. He was alive, but assumed to be cognitively gone--devoid of thought, of feeling, of consciousness.

Eve hated that term, vegetative--an "unhuman-type classification," she thought. If you had asked her then, in 1986, she would have said she expected her 17-year-old son to fully recover. Ian had been handsome, popular, in love with a new girlfriend--the kind of golden boy upon whom fortune smiles. At school, he was known as the kid who greeted everyone, teachers included, with a hug. He and his two friends in the car belonged to a tight-knit group of seniors. But on the day he would have graduated that June, Ian was still lying in a hospital bed, his big achievement being that he'd finally made a bowel movement.

"What kind of life is that?" Ian's brother Geoff remembers thinking. When he first arrived at the hospital, he had looked around the room for a plug to pull. The two brothers had talked about scenarios like this before, Geoff told me: "If anything ever happens to me and I can't wipe my ass, make sure you kill me." Angry that their mother was keeping his brother alive, Geoff fled, moving for a time to St. Thomas.

Three months after the accident, when doctors at the hospital could do no more for Ian, Eve took him home. She was adamant that he live with family, rather than under the impersonal care of a nursing home. That she had ample space for Ian and all of his specialized equipment was fortuitous. A few weeks before the accident, Eve's husband, Marshall, had stumbled upon the Rainbow Lodge, an old hotel for hunters and fishers, for sale near Woodstock, New York. He loved the idea of a compound for their big blended family--his two grown children plus nieces and nephews, as well as Eve's four kids, of whom Ian is the youngest. The sale was finalized while Ian was in the hospital.

At the lodge, Eve and a rotating cast of caretakers kept Ian alive: bathing him, pureeing home-cooked meals for his feeding tube, changing the urine bag that drained his catheter. She also devised a busy schedule of therapies, anchored by up to six hours a day of psychomotor "patterning"--an exercise program she'd read about in which a team of volunteers took each of Ian's limbs and moved them in a pattern that mimicked an infant learning to crawl. Friends and acquaintances came to help with patterning; some started living in the lodge's guest rooms, staying for months or even years. They formed a kind of unconventional extended family, with Ian at the center. Every Sunday, Eve cooked big dinners for the crowd.


The tree Ian struck with a pickup truck in 1986 still bears a scar from the accident. (Sarah Blesener for The Atlantic)



The patterning exercises, which are not based on science, ultimately did not really help Ian. But his mother didn't dwell on this. She made regular calls to the National Institutes of Health to inquire about the latest brain-injury research. And where mainstream medicine failed, Eve--who had moved to Woodstock in the '60s as a "wannabe bohemian slash beatnik"--turned enthusiastically to alternatives. Ian was treated by the spiritual guru Ram Dass; a "magic man" with a pendulum; a craniosacral therapist; a Buddhist monk; Filipino "psychic surgeons"; and a healer in Chandigarh, India. Eve and Marshall took him on the 7,000-mile journey to India themselves, pushing him in a rented collapsible wheelchair. When, after all of this, Ian's condition still did not improve, Eve became angry. It was one of the rare times that she allowed disappointment to puncture her relentless optimism.

Still, like so many other family members of vegetative patients, she held on to a mother's belief that Ian could understand everything around him. She took care, when shaving him, to leave the wispy mustache he had been trying to grow. When his high-school friends went to see the Grateful Dead, she brought him along in his wheelchair and a tie-dyed shirt. She kept believing for herself as much as for Ian: If her son was aware, it would mean her gestures of love were not unseen, her words not unheard.

Science would take decades to catch up with Eve, but she turned out to be right in one crucial respect: Ian is still aware. Doctors now agree that he can see, he can hear, and he can understand, at least in some ways, the people around him.

Over the past 20 years, the science of consciousness has undergone a reckoning as researchers have used new tools to peer inside the brains of people once thought to lack any cognitive function. Ian is part of a landmark study published in The New England Journal of Medicine last year, which found that 25 percent of unresponsive brain-injury patients show signs of awareness, based on their brain activity. The finding suggests that there could be tens of thousands of people like Ian in the United States--many in nursing homes where caretakers might have no clue that their patients silently understand and think and feel. These patients live in a profound isolation, their conscious minds trapped inside unresponsive bodies. Doctors are just beginning to grasp what it might take to help them.

For Ian, the signs were there, if not right at the beginning, at least early on. Three years after the accident, he began to laugh.

Eve was in the kitchen with him, idly singing the Jeopardy theme song in a silly falsetto when she heard it: "Ha!" Laughter? Laughter! "Other than a cough, it was the first sound I heard from him in three years," she told me. In time, Ian started laughing at other things too: stories Eve made up about a cantankerous Russian named Boris, the word debris, pots clanging, keys jangling. Fart and poop jokes were a perennial favorite; his brain seemed to have preserved a 17-year-old's sense of humor. His friends and family took that to mean the Ian they knew was still in there. What else might he be thinking?

At the time, Ian was not regularly seeing a neurologist. But even if he had been, most neurologists in the '80s would not have known what to make of his laughter; it flew in the face of conventional wisdom.

Doctors first defined the condition of the persistent vegetative state in 1972, less than a decade and a half before Ian's accident. Fred Plum and Bryan Jennett coined the term to describe a perplexing new class of patients--people who, thanks to advances in medical care, were surviving brain injuries that used to be fatal, but were still left stranded somewhere short of consciousness. This condition is distinct from coma, a temporary state in which the eyes are closed. Vegetative patients are awake; their eyes are open, and they may be neither silent nor still. They can moan and move their limbs, just without purpose or control. And while their bodies continue to breathe, sleep, wake, and digest, they seem to have no connection to the outside world. Today, experts sometimes refer to the vegetative state as "unresponsive wakefulness syndrome."

Back then, the two doctors also distinguished it from locked-in syndrome, which Plum had helped name a few years prior. Locked-in patients are fully conscious though immobile, except for typically their eyes. (Jean-Dominique Bauby wrote his famous 1997 memoir about locked-in syndrome, The Diving Bell and the Butterfly, by blinking out one letter at a time.) In contrast, Plum and Jennett considered the vegetative state "mindless," with no cognitive function intact.

What, then, could the laughter mean? By the '90s, some of the most prominent experts on consciousness--including Plum and Jennett themselves--had begun to realize that they had perhaps too categorically or hastily dismissed patients diagnosed as vegetative. Researchers were documenting flickers of potential consciousness in some supposedly vegetative patients. These patients could utter occasional words, grasp for an object every now and then, or seem to answer the odd question with a gesture--suggesting that they were at least sometimes aware of their surroundings. They seemed to be neither vegetative nor fully conscious, but fluctuating on a continuum.

This in-between space became formally recognized in 2002 as the "minimally conscious state," in an effort led by Joseph Giacino, a neuropsychologist who specializes in rehabilitation after brain injury. (Coma, vegetative, and minimally conscious are sometimes collectively called "disorders of consciousness.")




One day in spring 2007, Marshall, Ian's stepfather, slipped on a mossy stone and fractured his hip. As he and Eve waited for an ambulance, the phone rang. Giacino had heard about Eve's NIH inquiries, and he was interested in meeting Ian--he wondered if the minimally conscious diagnosis might apply to him. If so, Ian could qualify for a new experimental trial.

Giacino didn't make any promises. Still, after all those years, Eve told me, "he was the first voice of positive possibility that I heard." So even as Marshall lay next to her with his broken hip, neither of them dared hang up the phone.

Around this time, in 2006, an astonishing case report came out from researchers led by Adrian Owen, a cognitive neuroscientist at the University of Cambridge; it suggested that even vegetative patients could retain some awareness. Owen found a 23-year-old woman who had been in a car accident. Months later, she still had no response on behavioral exams. But in an fMRI machine, her brain looked surprisingly active: When she was asked to imagine playing tennis, blood flowed to her brain's supplementary motor area, a region that helps coordinate movement. When she was asked to imagine visiting the rooms of her house, blood flowed to different parts of her brain, including the parahippocampal gyrus, a strip of cortex crucial for spatial navigation. And when she was told to rest, these patterns of brain activity ceased. Based on the limited window of an fMRI scan, at least, she seemed to understand everything she was being asked to do.

"Unsettling and disturbing" is how one neurologist described the implications of the study to me. Also: controversial. Another doctor recounted a scientific meeting soon after where the speakers were split 50-50 on whether to accept the results. Was the fMRI finding just a fluke? Owen did not inform the woman's family of what he found, because the study's ethical protocol was ambiguous about how much information he could share. He wishes he could have. The woman died in 2011, without her family ever being told that she might have been aware.

Read: I know the secret to the quiet mind. I wish I'd never learned it.

Over time, Owen and his group identified more patients with what they came to call "covert awareness." Some were vegetative, while others were considered minimally conscious, based on behaviors such as eye tracking and command following. The researchers found that outward response and inner awareness were not always correlated: The most physically responsive patients were not necessarily the ones with the clearest signs of brain activity when asked to imagine the tasks. Covert awareness, then, can be detected only using tools that peer at a brain's inner workings, such as fMRI.

In 2010, one of Owen's collaborators, the Belgian neurologist Steven Laureys, asked a minimally conscious patient, a 22-year-old man, a series of five yes-or-no questions while he was in an fMRI machine, covering topics such as his father's name and the last vacation he took prior to his motorcycle accident. To answer yes, the patient would imagine playing tennis for 30 seconds; to answer no, he would imagine walking through his house. The researchers ran through the questions only once, but he got them all right, the appropriate region of his brain lighting up each time.

It is hard to say what experience of human consciousness some colored pixels on a brain scan really depict. To answer intentionally, the patient would have had to understand language. He would also have needed to store the questions in his working memory and retrieve the answers from his long-term memory. In my conversations with neurologists, this was the study they cited again and again as the most compelling evidence of covert awareness.

A few years later, using the same yes-or-no method, Owen found a vegetative patient who seemed to know about his niece, born after his brain injury. To Owen, this suggested that the man was laying down new memories, that life was not simply passing him by. In yet another case, Owen used fMRI not just to quiz a 38-year-old vegetative man, but to actually ask about the quality of his life 12 years post-injury: Was he in pain right now? No. Did he still enjoy watching hockey on TV, as he had before his accident? Yes.

Most researchers I spoke with were reluctant to speculate about the inner life of these brain-injury patients, because the answer lies beyond any known science. The brains of minimally conscious patients do activate in response to pain or music, Laureys told me, but their experience of pain or music is likely different from yours or mine. Their state of consciousness may resemble the twilight zone of drifting in and out of sleep; it almost certainly differs from person to person. Owen believes that some of his vegetative patients may actually be "completely conscious," akin to a locked-in person who is fully aware, but cannot move even their eyes. Until that is proved otherwise, he sees no reason not to extend them the benefit of the doubt.

Several months after the phone call from Giacino's office, Ian's family made the trip to New Jersey to meet the researcher. In the exam room, Giacino put Ian through an intense battery of tests. He found that Ian could intermittently reach on command for a red ball. He laughed at loud noises, such as keys jangling, which Giacino said could be a simple response to the sound. But Ian also laughed appropriately at jokes, especially adolescent ones, as if he understood humor and intent. These behaviors were enough to qualify Ian for a brand-new diagnosis two decades after his accident: not vegetative, but minimally conscious.

Giacino's collaborators were eager to put Ian in an fMRI machine, to see what might be happening inside his brain. On a separate trip, this time to an fMRI facility in New York City, his family met Nicholas Schiff, a neurologist at Weill Cornell and a protege of Fred Plum's. Schiff, too, was intrigued by Ian's laughter, and the possibility that he understood more than he could physically let on. Schiff's team showed Ian pictures and played voices--to see whether his brain could process faces and speech--and asked him to imagine tasks such as walking around his house.

Ian's brother Geoff was also at this scan, having by then returned to New York. Crammed into the small fMRI control room with all the scientists peering at Ian's brain, he remembers being incredulous at the things they wanted his brother to imagine. "You really think he can understand you?" he asked.

The scientists did. They believed Ian still retained some kind of consciousness. They also thought there was a chance, with luck and the right tools, of unlocking more. This had happened before. In some extraordinary patients, the line between conscious and unconscious is more permeable than one might expect.

In 2003, Terry Wallis, in Arkansas, suddenly uttered "Mom!" after 19 years as a vegetative patient in a nursing home. Then he said "Pepsi"--his favorite soft drink. After that, his mother took him home. Wallis couldn't move below his neck and he struggled with his memory and impulse control, but he began to speak in short sentences, recognized his family, and continued to request Pepsis. In retrospect, he probably had not been vegetative at all, but minimally conscious during those first 19 years. His mom had seen signs that others at the nursing home had not: Wallis occasionally tracked objects with his eyes, and he became agitated after witnessing the death of his roommate with dementia.

Read: How people with dementia make sense of the world

Slowly, over time, Wallis's brain had recovered to the point of regaining speech. When Schiff and his colleagues later scanned him, they found changes that suggested neuronal connections were being formed and pruned decades after his injury. "Terry changed what we thought about what might be possible," Schiff told Ian's family.

There was also Louis Viljoen, in South Africa, who in 1999 began speaking when put on zolpidem, better known as Ambien, a sedative that was, ironically, supposed to put him to sleep. He, too, had been declared vegetative--a "cabbage," according to one doctor--after being hit by a truck. Within 25 minutes of taking zolpidem, his mother recalled, he started making his first sounds, and when she spoke, he responded, "Hello, Mummy." Then the effects of the drug faded as rapidly as they'd come on.

Viljoen would continue taking zolpidem every day; he eventually recovered enough to be conscious even without the drug, but a daily dose reanimated him further. "After nine minutes the grey pallor disappears and his face flushes. He starts smiling and laughing. After 10 minutes he begins asking questions," a reporter who met him in 2006 wrote. Several other drugs, including amantadine and apomorphine, can have similarly arousing effects, though none has worked in more than a tiny sliver of patients. In certain people, for reasons still not understood, they might activate a damaged brain just enough to kick it into gear, "like catching a ride on a wave," Schiff, who has studied patients on Ambien, told me.

The most important takeaway, researchers say, is simply this: People with covert awareness exist, and they are not exceedingly rare.

Greg Pearson, in New Jersey, had electrodes implanted in his thalamus in 2005 as part of a study by Schiff and Giacino. The thalamus is a walnut-size region of the brain that sits above the opening at the bottom of the skull, where the spinal cord meets the brain, a position that makes it particularly vulnerable during injury: When a bruised brain swells, it has nowhere to go but down, putting tremendous pressure on the thalamus. Because the thalamus usually regulates arousal--Schiff likens it to a pacemaker for the brain--damage to this region can induce disorders of consciousness. Schiff wondered if stimulating the thalamus could restore some of its function. And indeed, when the electrodes were turned on during surgery, Pearson blurted out his first word in many years: "Yup." He was eventually able to recite the first 16 words of the Pledge of Allegiance and tell his mother, "I love you."

A damaged brain, in some cases, might be more like a flickering lamp with faulty wiring than a lamp that has had its wiring ripped out. If so, that circuitry can be manipulated. The neurosurgeon Wilder Penfield realized this decades ago, when he discovered that he could make a conscious patient fall unconscious by gently pressing on a certain area of the brain.

That our consciousness might actually be dynamic, that it can be dialed up and down, is not so strange if you consider what happens every day. We become unconscious when we sleep at night, only to reanimate the next day. Could this dialing back up be artificially controlled when the brain is too damaged to do so itself?

After the publication of the study on Pearson, in 2007, Schiff couldn't keep up with all the calls to his office. He and his colleagues were now looking for more patients, including people who were even less responsive initially than Pearson--people whose condition would test the extent of what deep-brain stimulation using electrodes could do.

Given his limited but still discernible responses, Ian seemed like the perfect candidate. The researchers were careful not to make guarantees. But Eve harbored hope that Ian could one day tell her, "I love you." His family agreed to join the trial.

I'll cut to the chase: Ian's deep-brain stimulation did not work. At one point during the surgery to implant the electrodes, he said the only intelligible word he's uttered since 1986--"Down," in response to being asked, "What is the opposite of up?" Then he lapsed into silence once again. In the months that followed, therapists spent hours and hours asking Ian to move his arm or respond to questions, to no avail.

Geoff, who worked in video production at the time, captured the process on film. He had intended to make a documentary about what he hoped would be his brother's recovery. In addition to filming Ian in the trial, he'd taped interviews with family members, asking what hearing Ian speak again would mean to them.

He never did make the documentary. Without a miraculous recovery, he felt, the story was just too sad. This past winter, Geoff dug up the old camcorder tapes, and we watched the footage together on the living-room TV. He hadn't seen it since he filmed it nearly 20 years ago. "Tough to watch," he said more than once.


At the time of his accident, Ian--seen here in a video from a high-school class--was a month away from graduation. (Sarah Blesener for The Atlantic)



After Ian went home, life at the Rainbow Lodge went on largely as it had before. Something did change, though--specifically for Geoff. Knowing that scientists now believed Ian retained some awareness transformed how he related to his younger brother. He started spending more time with Ian, and the two regained a brotherly intimacy. "Ian, are you conscious or are you a vegetable?" Geoff teased during one of my visits. "I think you're a vegetable. I think you look like a kumquat."

Geoff eventually took on more and more of Ian's care; he is now paid through Medicaid as a part-time caregiver, helping Eve, who is 86. Geoff is the one who puts Ian to bed every evening, smoothing out the sheets to make sure he does not lie on a wrinkle all night long. He tucks an extra pillow on Ian's left side, as his head has a tendency to droop that way.

For Eve, caregiving came naturally; she told me her ambition in life was always to be a mother. She had married at 18 and had three children in quick succession. When their marriage became strained, she and her first husband decided to try an open relationship. In 1964, Eve got a job waitressing at a Woodstock cafe whose owners let a singer named Bob Dylan live upstairs. She flirted with men. She flirted with Dylan, who took her to play pool and showed her pages of his book in progress, Tarantula. ("Bob was much cuter," she says of Timothee Chalamet, who starred in the recent Dylan biopic.) Eventually she got divorced; her second husband was Ian's father. Her third, Marshall, was an artist with a successful marketing career in New York City. Eve and Marshall planned to spend more time there after Ian graduated. The car crash upended everything.

Afterward, Eve threw herself back into the role of devoted mother. (Marshall helped take care of Ian until his death in 2011.) Even now, with Geoff and two nurses who cover five days a week, Eve has certain tasks she insists on carrying out herself. She trims Ian's nails and hair, now thinning on top to reveal the faint scars from his deep-brain-stimulation surgery. She shaves him. When she speaks to her son, she leans over close, their matching Roman noses almost touching. In these moments, Ian will vocalize--"Aaaaaahh ahhhhhh"--like he is trying to talk with his mother.


Ian's stepfather, Marshall, cared for him alongside Eve until his death in 2011. (Sarah Blesener for The Atlantic; Courtesy of the Baer family)



"I think Ian lived for my mom," Geoff told me at one point, thinking back to the hospital, where Eve pleaded over his unconscious body, holding on to Ian with her imagined golden lasso. She had promised Ian then that she would do anything for him if he lived--hence the healers, the studies, and her devotion to him for the past 39 years.

While Ian was recovering from the deep-brain-stimulation surgery, Eve came across a poem by E. E. Cummings that affected her so deeply, she took to reading it aloud to him in a morning ritual. The second stanza goes:

(i who have died am alive again today,
and this is the sun's birthday;this is the birth
day of life and of love and wings:and of the gay
great happening illimitably earth)


Schiff kept probing the outer limits of consciousness in patients with severe brain injuries. Last year, he, along with Owen, Laureys, and other researchers in the field, published the largest and most comprehensive study yet of covert awareness. This is the New England Journal of Medicine study that included Ian, and found one in four vegetative or minimally conscious brain-injury patients to have covert awareness. (Schiff prefers the term cognitive motor disassociation, to highlight the disconnect between the patients' mental and physical abilities.) "Our experience was Wow, it's not so hard to find these people," Schiff told me.

The researchers do not believe that everyone with a disorder of consciousness is somehow cognitively intact--a majority are probably not, according to this study. The most important takeaway, researchers say, is simply this: People with covert awareness exist, and they are not exceedingly rare.

From the June 2015 issue: Hacking the brain

These findings raise profound questions about our ethical obligation to people with severe brain injuries. In his 2015 book, Rights Come to Mind, Joseph Fins, a medical ethicist at Cornell who frequently collaborates with Schiff, argues that such patients deserve better than to be "cast aside by an indifferent health care system," or left to languish as mere bodies to feed and clean. "For so long, I'd been stripped of any identity," one brain-injury patient, Julia Tavalaro, wrote in her memoir, Look Up for Yes. "I had begun to think of myself as less than an animal." She was able to write the book after a particularly observant speech therapist finally noticed, six years after her injury, that she could communicate with her eyes. But too often, Fins told me, patients are shunted into long-term-care homes that cannot provide the attention and rehab that could uncover subtle signs of consciousness.

These patients are also especially vulnerable to abuse. In 2019, staff at a facility in Phoenix called 911 in a panic after a patient--who was reportedly vegetative but may have been minimally conscious--unexpectedly gave birth. No one at the facility, where she had lived for years, even knew she was pregnant until a nurse saw the baby's head. She had been raped by a male nurse.

In some cases, patients with covert awareness may never make it to long-term care--they simply die when life support is withdrawn at the hospital. "If you went back 15, 20 years, there was a tremendous amount of nihilism" among doctors, says Kevin Sheth, a neurologist at Yale. Even as medicine has become less fatalistic about brain injury, hospitals still rarely look for covert awareness using fMRI. ICU patients may be too fragile to be moved to an fMRI machine, and the technology is too cumbersome and expensive to bring into the ICU.

Varina Boerwinkle, a neurocritical-care specialist now at the University of North Carolina, believes the technology should be routinely used with brain-injury patients. She told me about a 6-year-old boy she treated at a previous job in 2021, who had been in a car crash. Her initial impression was that he would not survive, and his first fMRI scan showed no signs of awareness. Boerwinkle began to wonder if doctors were prolonging his suffering. But the team repeated the test on day 10, in anticipation of discussing withdrawal of care with the boy's parents. To Boerwinkle's astonishment, his brain was now active: He could respond when asked to perform specific mental tasks in the fMRI.

Brain implants are already helping certain paralyzed patients control cursors with their mind or speak via a computer-generated voice.

At first, Boerwinkle wasn't sure what to say to the boy's family about the fMRI. Though it implied that he still had cognitive function, it did not guarantee that he would ever recover enough to respond physically or verbally. Her colleagues have seen families struggle to care for a child with a severe brain injury, Boerwinkle told me, and everyone was wary of providing false hope.

The doctors ultimately did inform the boy's parents about their findings; his mother told me the fMRI gave them the confidence to agree to another surgery. It worked. Four years later, the boy is back in school. He uses an eye-gaze device to communicate and zoom around in his wheelchair, and his reading and math skills are on par with those of other kids his age.

Scientists are now looking for simpler tools to test for covert awareness. Patients who show signs of awareness early on, it seems, tend to have better recoveries than those who don't. Owen, now based at the University of Western Ontario, recently published a study using functional near-infrared spectroscopy, which shines a light through the skull. A group at Columbia University, led by Jan Claassen, is experimenting with EEG electrodes that sit on the head.

But even after 20 years of research, little has changed in terms of what doctors can do to help patients found to have covert awareness long after their injury--which is still, in most cases, nothing. On his office wall, Schiff has taped the brain scans of five patients to remind him of the human stakes of his work. He is now exploring brain implants, which are already helping certain paralyzed patients control cursors with their mind or speak via a computer-generated voice. The next several years could prove crucial, as a crop of well-funded companies tests new ways of interfacing with the brain: Elon Musk's Neuralink, perhaps the best-known of these, uses filaments implanted by a sewing-machine-like robot; Precision Neuroscience's thin film floats atop the cortex; and Synchron's implant is threaded up to the brain through the jugular vein.

Getting any of these implants to work in people with severe injuries like Ian's will be particularly challenging. Ian's age and the electrodes already implanted in his brain also make him an unlikely early candidate. This technology--if it ever works for people like him--may arrive too late for Ian.

Even in 1972, when Plum and Jennett first described the vegetative state, the doctors foresaw that they were barreling toward a "problem with humanitarian and socioeconomic implications." The vegetative patients they described could now be kept alive indefinitely--but should they be? At what cost? Who's to decide? Soon enough, Plum himself was asked to weigh in on the life of a 21-year-old woman.

In 1975, Plum became the lead witness in the case of Karen Ann Quinlan, who'd recently fallen into a vegetative state. She had collapsed after taking Valium mixed with alcohol, which temporarily starved her brain of oxygen. Her parents wanted her ventilator removed. Her doctors refused. In the ensuing legal battle, Quinlan's family and friends testified that she had said, in conversations about people with cancer, that she wouldn't want to be "kept alive by machines." But there was no way to know what Quinlan wanted in her current condition. Plum categorically pronounced that she "no longer has any cognitive function"; another doctor likened her, in his court testimony, to an "anencephalic monster."

In the end, a court granted her parents' request to remove Quinlan's ventilator. The controversy surrounding her case fueled interest in then-novel advance directives, which allow people to spell out if and at what point they want to die in the event of future incapacitation. In recognizing that life might not always be worth living, the court's ruling also inspired a nascent "right to die" movement in the U.S.

By the time Terri Schiavo, in Florida, made national news in the early 2000s, resurfacing many of the same legal and ethical questions, the science had become more complicated. Schiavo had also been diagnosed as vegetative after she collapsed--from cardiac arrest, in her case. When her condition did not improve after eight years, her husband sought to have her feeding tube removed. Her parents fought back, fiercely. Although most experts found her to be vegetative, those aligned with her parents seized on the newly defined minimally conscious state to argue that Schiavo was still aware. The family released video clips purporting to show her responding to her mother's voice or tracking a Mickey Mouse balloon with her eyes. If she was still conscious, they argued, she should not be made to die.

Schiavo became a cause celebre for the religious right, and opinions hardened. Where one side saw parents honoring their daughter's life, the other saw them clinging to illusory hope. Giacino told me that because of his key role in defining the minimally conscious state, he was asked to examine Schiavo by the office of Jeb Bush, then Florida's governor. The behavioral exam he planned to perform, Giacino said, could have helped discern whether Schiavo's responses were real or random. He never did go to Florida, though, because a court proceeding made another exam moot.

Schiavo eventually died when her feeding tube was removed in 2005. The general consensus now holds that she likely was vegetative--an autopsy later found that her brain had atrophied to half its normal size--but Giacino still wonders how that correlated with her level of consciousness. Because he never examined her himself, he personally reserved judgment.

If Schiavo--or let's say a hypothetical patient diagnosed as vegetative, like her--were in fact minimally conscious or covertly aware, would that tip the calculus of keeping her alive one way or the other? Which way? On one hand is the horrifying proposition of snuffing out a human consciousness. On the other hand is what some might consider a fate worse than death, of living imprisoned in a body entirely without choice, without freedom. In memoirs and interviews, brain-injury patients who regained communication--Tavalaro among them--speak of despair, of abuse, and of sheer, uninterrupted boredom. They could not even turn their head to stare at a different patch of wall paint. One young man described the particular agony of being placed carelessly in a wheelchair and forced to sit for hours atop his testicles. Some have tried to end their life by holding their breath, which turns out to be physically impossible. The classical notion of a totally mindless vegetative state offered at least meager solace: a person devoid of consciousness would not experience pain or suffering.

One-third of locked-in patients, who can communicate only using their eyes, have thought of suicide often or occasionally, according to a survey of 65 people conducted by Laureys, the Belgian neurologist. But a majority of these patients have never contemplated suicide. They say they are happy, and those who have been locked in longer report being happier, which squares with other research showing that people with disabilities are in fact quite adaptable in the long term. Of course, those who responded to the survey are not entirely representative of everyone with a brain injury; for one thing, they could still communicate, albeit with difficulty.

What about covertly aware patients, with total loss of communication--are they happy to be alive? As far as I know, only one such person has ever had the opportunity to answer this question. In the 2010 study, after the 22-year-old man answered five consecutive yes-or-no questions correctly, Laureys decided to pose a last question, one to which he did not already know the answer: Do you want to die?

Where the man's previous responses were clear, this one was ambiguous. The scan suggested that he was imagining neither tennis nor his house. He seemed to be thinking neither yes nor no, but something more complicated--exactly what, we will never know.

I posed a version of this question to the researchers who have devoted their career to understanding disorders of consciousness. Would you choose to live? "If no one was coming to the rescue, if help was not on the way, I wouldn't want to be in any of these situations," said Schiff, who has a practical eye toward brain-implant research that could one day help these patients.

Owen was more philosophical. He told me that when people learn about his research, many say they would prefer to die; even his wife says that. But he is less certain. He does not have an advance directive. Perhaps the only thing worse than wanting to die and being forced to live, he said, is to watch everyone let you die when you have decided, in the moment of truth, that you actually want to live.

On one of my trips to the Rainbow Lodge this past winter, Geoff rigged up Ian's foot switch--one of countless assistive devices his family has tried--to play a prerecorded message for me. "Hey, Sarah, thanks for coming!" it went in Geoff's singsong voice. "I'm glad to see ya." His family had hoped, at one point, that Ian's left foot, which waves back and forth, unlike his permanently fixed right one, could become a mode of communication. But Ian has never been able to push the switch reliably on command. Still, occasionally, he hits the big green button just hard enough to set it off.


Ian's brother Geoff has become one of his caregivers, despite his earlier misgivings about their mother's decision to keep Ian alive. (Sarah Blesener for The Atlantic)



I cannot know to what extent, if any, this movement is voluntary. But Ian's foot is certainly more active at some times than others. While his family and I chatted over lunch at the kitchen table one day, it went tap, tap. "Hey, Sarah, thanks for coming!" Was he trying to join the conversation? "Hey, Sarah, thanks for coming!" If so, what did he want to say?

There was one other instance when I saw his foot moving that much--during a previous visit, when we spoke in detail about Ian's car crash for the first time. The crash took place in the early morning, after the boys had been together all night. Ian was driving. When Eve was asked to identify the body of the boy who died, Sam, she recognized the white shell necklace Ian had brought back for him from a recent trip to Florida. The third boy--the one who survived--eventually stopped keeping in touch with high-school friends, a disappearance they attributed to survivor's guilt.

I wondered if our conversation would distress Ian, if we should be replaying these events in front of him. To me, it seemed as though his face had turned especially tense. His foot was going tap, tap, tap. Or was I projecting my own thoughts, as it is so easy to do with someone who cannot respond? "Ian knows he killed his best friend," Geoff said at one point that night. "By accident."

The next day, Ian was grinding his teeth. It happens sometimes, Eve told me. Perhaps something hurt. Or his stomach was upset. Or an eyelash was stuck in his eye. They tried to rule out causes one by one, but it's always a guessing game. I thought back to our conversation the night before, and wondered whether the presence of a stranger probing the traumatic events of his life might have agitated him.

Ian could not walk away from a conversation he did not want to have, nor could he correct the record of what we got wrong. If his memories and cognition are more intact than not, then he has had time--so much time--to live inside his own thoughts. Has he come to his own reckoning over his friend's death? Does he feel his own survivor's guilt? Does he ever wish for the fate of one of his friends in the car over the one he was actually dealt? Perhaps being incapable of these thoughts would be a mercy in itself.

At one point, Geoff decided to reprogram Ian's foot switch, in part to cheer up Molly Holm, one of Ian's nurses since 2008, who had bruised her ribs slipping on ice. Molly had known Ian back in high school; he was friends with her older brother. She started coming to patterning sessions at the Rainbow Lodge after the accident, taking a position at Ian's right hand. She later became a nurse. Her first job was at a head-trauma center, where she looked after young men with injuries like Ian's. In some of the vegetative patients, she would see flashes of what seemed like awareness. But who was she, a very green nurse, to question a doctor's diagnosis? Some of the men at this facility rarely had visitors, Molly says, their isolation so unlike the warmth of Ian's home.

From the April 2024 issue: Sarah Zhang on the cystic-fibrosis breakthrough that changed everything

That's what originally drew her, a deeply unhappy 14-year-old, to the Rainbow Lodge all those years ago. (Okay, she admits, she'd also had a huge crush on Ian before the crash.) It drew other people too, including those who temporarily moved into the lodge's guest rooms during the patterning days: Ian's girlfriend, Valerie Cashen; a friend of Geoff's, Karen McKenna, who was 21 and pregnant, and had recently split from her boyfriend; and, perhaps most unexpectedly, the mother of the boy killed in the car crash, Renee Montana. Eve had overheard her primal scream of grief in the hospital, and when they later met, the mothers felt connected rather than divided by their respective tragedies.


Ian, Eve, Geoff, and Geoff's partner, Molly--also one of Ian's nurses--gather for cards after dinner at the Rainbow Lodge. (Sarah Blesener for The Atlantic)



Valerie, Karen, and Renee all arrived at the Rainbow Lodge overwhelmed by their own life circumstances. The two younger women stayed for a year or two and became close friends. Karen hadn't known Ian at all before his injury. She first came to the hospital as a friend of the family; she offered to watch over Ian for Eve because, well, she didn't have much else to do. She gave birth to her baby while living at the lodge, Eve by her side as her Lamaze coach. Karen's time caring for Ian helped inspire her to enroll in nursing school, and she eventually became a nurse at the very ICU where she first met Ian.

Renee stayed for a few years. She did not blame Ian for Sam's death, though she knew that others did. When I asked her if she ever thought about what might have happened if their fates had been switched, she had an immediate answer: "My poor boy would have been institutionalized."

She didn't have the means to care for him at home; she didn't have the Rainbow Lodge. She was a single mom, living with a boyfriend in a disintegrating relationship. Eve and Marshall's welcoming her into their community kept her from going adrift. "They just saved my life," she said. Her life took an unexpected turn there too: Renee ended up having another child--her daughter, Morganne--born in 1988, after Renee had a brief affair with Eve's brother.

Out of these chaotic circumstances, Eve and Renee found their bond as new friends cemented into that of family. Eve was present at this birth as well; she cut Morganne's umbilical cord. Back at the lodge, they put the newborn girl in Ian's lap, letting him hold a new life that would not exist had his own not been thrown off course. Morganne, now 37, told me that her earliest memories are of curling up at Ian's feet to watch TV.

Reflecting on life after Ian's accident, Eve prefers to speak not of loss but of gains: a new niece, lifelong friends, the entire Rainbow Lodge community. She decided long ago that she could carry others forward--Ian most of all--on her brute optimism. And in our hours of conversation, I never heard her linger on a negative note.

In this respect, Geoff does not take after his mother. "Geoff's more like, I see your suffering, brother," Molly told me. He and Ian have a different kind of bond, she added, "because Geoff recognizes that, sometimes, this sucks."

"No, I mean, it definitely sucks, right?" Geoff said. "Not to be able to communicate sucks."

Geoff's coping mechanism is humor, at times dark, at times juvenile. It helps that Ian's most reliable response is laughter. When he really gets going, his chuckle turns into a full chest shake. Geoff still dreams about the technology that might help his brother communicate. For now, they have the foot switch.

The message Geoff recorded after Molly's fall was meant to make her, and everyone else, laugh: He blew a fart noise, scattered objects on the ground, and shouted, "Oh my God! What happened there?" Then he slipped the switch under Ian's left foot.


Molly and Geoff care for Ian together, and will continue to do so after Eve is gone. (Sarah Blesener for The Atlantic)



Geoff was so keen to lift Molly's spirits because they are a couple, together since 2000. Over the course of their relationship, Geoff had grown close to another of her patients, a spunky boy who eventually died of epidermolysis bullosa, also known as butterfly-skin syndrome, in his 20s. They don't have children of their own but they had become a caretaking unit, their relationship deepening over their shared love for the boy. Now they care for Ian together, and they will continue to care for him when Eve is gone.

When I was leaving the Rainbow Lodge for the last time, Eve impressed upon me what she hoped people would take away from Ian's life: "It's not a sad story." On this, Molly concurred. Yes, it sucks sometimes. But Ian has been continuously surrounded by people who love him, people who took that love and made something of it.

As if on cue, Ian's foot switch went off. Fart noise. Objects scattering. "Oh my God! What happened there?" Maybe it was just a random movement of his foot. Maybe he wanted to disagree with his mother's assessment. Or maybe he agreed that his is not a sad story. If only he could tell us in his own words.



This article appears in the June 2025 print edition with the headline "Is Ian Still In There?" When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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        The Atlantic announces Gitesh Gohel as Chief Product Officer
        The Atlantic

        Gitesh Gohel will join The Atlantic's leadership team as its chief product officer. This is a homecoming of sorts: Gitesh worked with CEO Nicholas Thompson to create the conversation platform Speakeasy, which was acquired by Project Liberty's Amplica Labs in 2024. Gitesh has for the past year been head of product and design at The Washington Post.

Below is Nick's announcement to staff:
Dear all,

It is a great pleasure to announce that Gitesh Gohel will be joining us as our new chief product off...
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<em>The Atlantic</em> announces Gitesh Gohel as Chief Product Officer

Gohel heads product and design at <em>The Washington Post</em>, and built conversation platform Speakeasy




Gitesh Gohel will join The Atlantic's leadership team as its chief product officer. This is a homecoming of sorts: Gitesh worked with CEO Nicholas Thompson to create the conversation platform Speakeasy, which was acquired by Project Liberty's Amplica Labs in 2024. Gitesh has for the past year been head of product and design at The Washington Post.
 
 Below is Nick's announcement to staff:

Dear all,
 It is a great pleasure to announce that Gitesh Gohel will be joining us as our new chief product officer. Gitesh is currently the head of product and design at The Washington Post. Before that, as many of you know, he held that same role at Narwhal--a project, later renamed as Speakeasy, focused on how to improve conversations on social media--where he learned the joys of the 130 Prince roof deck. He and I worked closely together on that until the company was sold to Amplica Labs.
 Gitesh is an extraordinarily gifted and creative product leader, with a passion for serious journalism, for community, for AI, and for building ambitious products quickly and effectively. He's spent his whole career working on projects that get people to use the tools of the internet to understand each other better. In addition to his work at The Post and Speakeasy, Gitesh helped lead the launch of CNN+ as its senior director of product initiative, and built and led product growth for then start-ups GIPHY, Brigade, and Tumblr.
 He is a longtime New Yorker and will be spending the majority of his time at Prince Street, but he's also gotten quite familiar with Amtrak in his current role and will be heading to Washington frequently. He'll be reporting to me, and I think everyone will enjoy working with him. His first day will be in mid June. Please join me in welcoming Gitesh to The Atlantic.
 Best * Nick


Press Contacts: Anna Bross and Paul Jackson, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com
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        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 of the key predecessors of the modern Republican Party was the Know Nothing Party, so called because of its secrecy. When asked about the organization, members would reputedly reply, "I know nothing."The Donald Trump-era GOP shares some things with its 19th-century ancestor: populist politics, xenop...
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        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.Imagine if this series of events happened in a foreign country: A prosecutor who is most notable for being the president's former personal lawyer, and who is not legally confirmed to her role, charges a member of the opposition party with serious crimes based on trumped-up evidence, and then announces i...
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The Trump Administration's Favorite Answer

President Donald Trump once promised, "I alone can fix it." Now he has a different message.

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 of the key predecessors of the modern Republican Party was the Know Nothing Party, so called because of its secrecy. When asked about the organization, members would reputedly reply, "I know nothing."

The Donald Trump-era GOP shares some things with its 19th-century ancestor: populist politics, xenophobia, and staunch opposition to immigration. And like their forebears, many current Republican officials profess to know nothing. But whether they are also equivocating or simply unaware is not clear.

Yesterday on Capitol Hill, Senator Dick Durbin quizzed Secretary of Health and Human Services Robert F. Kennedy Jr. on cuts to research on amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, reading off a list of terminated employees and grants.

"I do not know about any cuts to ALS research, and I'm happy to--" Kennedy started.

"I just read them to you!" a frustrated Durbin interrupted.

"I will have to go and talk to Jay Bhattacharya," Kennedy said, referring to the head of the National Institutes of Health. If Kennedy wasn't selected for his medical expertise--"I don't think people should be taking medical advice from me," he said last week--and he also doesn't have the administrative capacity to track what's going on in his department, one wonders why Kennedy is leading HHS.

In a different Senate hearing yesterday, on the confirmation of former Representative Billy Long to lead the IRS, Senator Elizabeth Warren asked the nominee whether it's legal for the president to direct the IRS to revoke an organization's nonprofit status. Warren said she'd raised the question with Long during a meeting three weeks ago, at which time Long had said he needed to consult with lawyers. Now Warren wanted to circle back. Yet even with time to check and the statute's language in front of him, Long deflected: "I'm not able to answer the question." (Somehow, this was not the most cringe exchange in Long's hearing.)

Later in the day, in Boston, Justice Department lawyers were struggling to answer questions from federal judge Brian E. Murphy, who hurriedly convened a hearing after claims by lawyers that the administration put several people, including a Vietnamese man, aboard a plane for deportation to war-ravaged South Sudan, in possible defiance of a judicial order.

"Where is the plane?" Murphy asked, according to The New York Times.

"I'm told that that information is classified, and I am told that the final destination is also classified," a DOJ lawyer said. Murphy wanted to know under what authority the government was classifying the flight's location. The attorney replied--you guessed it--"I don't have the answer to that." (The plane landed in Djibouti this morning, according to the Times. Murphy said today that the flight "unquestionably" violated his order.)

Secretary of Homeland Security Kristi Noem, in yet another Senate hearing, might have been better off pleading ignorance. Instead, she confidently and incorrectly told Senator Maggie Hassan that "habeas corpus is a constitutional right that the president has to be able to remove people from this country." Though she thought she knew, she didn't know either.

In their unawareness, these officials are taking their lead from the president. Trump once promised, "I alone can fix it," but now he has a different message: I have no idea.

Is the administration deporting people to Libya? "I don't know. You'll have to ask Homeland Security."

Why did Trump choose Casey Means to be surgeon general, even though she didn't finish her medical residency? "Bobby [Kennedy] really thought she was great. I don't know her."

Why did Trump's Truth Social account post an image of him dressed as the pope, ahead of the conclave? "That's not me that did it. I have no idea where it came from--maybe it was AI. But I know nothing about it."

Had Trump been briefed on U.S. soldiers missing during an exercise in Lithuania? "No, I haven't."

Would Trump direct his administration to provide any evidence that the graduate student Rumeysa Ozturk, who was snatched off the street by plainclothes ICE officers, was connected to Hamas? "I'll look into it, but I'm not aware of the particular event." (Ultimately, the DOJ failed to produce any convincing evidence, and a judge ordered Ozturk's release.)

Why did Trump sign a proclamation authorizing his administration's use of the Alien Enemies Act to deport Venezuelan migrants? "I don't know when it was signed, because I didn't sign it. Other people handled it." (Trump did, in fact, sign it.)

Given this pattern, it's little surprise that when NBC's Kristen Welker asked Trump, "Don't you need to uphold the Constitution of the United States as president?" he had a less-than-reassuring answer: "I don't know."

Some of this disengagement stems from Trump's tendency to approach the presidency not as an executive but rather as a pundit. He'd prefer to watch from the sidelines and comment than actually get into the messy work of governance. Like a witness conspicuously unable to recall things, Trump and his aides may also sometimes find it easier to claim they don't know what's happening than to accept responsibility.

Trump's first administration was dysfunctional and ineffective, in part because of Trump's detachment and inattention. So far, his second term has been much more effective. Because Trump doesn't appear to have experienced any radical transformation, that's more likely a factor of the people who are now working in his administration--though not, apparently, Kennedy or Noem.

Trump and his allies have questioned who was really in charge from 2021 to 2025 if President Joe Biden was struggling to manage the presidency. The president's professed unawareness of what's going on inside his administration raises the same question about his White House. Who, exactly, does know what's going on?

Related:

	Trump is hiding behind his lawyers.
 	Kristi Noem should probably know what habeas corpus is.






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The decline and fall of Elon Musk
 	An awkward truth about American work
 	The David Frum Show: Trump's national-security disaster




Today's News

	President Donald Trump, who met with South African President Cyril Ramaphosa in the Oval Office, confronted Ramaphosa about the treatment of white Afrikaners in the country.
 	The Trump administration formally accepted a Boeing 747 jet gifted by the government of Qatar.
 	The European Union and Britain announced new sanctions on Russia yesterday, a day after Trump and Russian President Vladimir Putin had a call to discuss the war in Ukraine.




Evening Read


Marlen Mueller / Connected Archives



America's Johnson & Johnson Problem

By Adam M. Lowenstein

For generations, J&J was best known for Johnson's Baby Powder, a product that the company promoted as a symbol of its trustworthiness. "The association of the Johnson's name with both the mother infant bond and mother's touch as she uses the baby products is known as Johnson & Johnson's Golden Egg," a 2008 company presentation asserted. "This association is one of the company's most precious assets."
 In No More Tears, Harris argues that the "halo" from this "Golden Egg" helped obscure a different side of Johnson & Johnson: a sprawling conglomerate that has acted brazenly, sometimes even illegally, in the pursuit of profit.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	What AI thinks it knows about you
 	What Trump got right in the Middle East
 	The fraught relationship between a pope and his home
 	The egregious reinstatement of Pete Rose
 	Modi's escalation trap




Culture Break



 Marlen Mueller / Connected Archives



Believe it or not. Manvir Singh's new book, Shamanism: The Timeless Religion, explores how visionary healers became a fixture of contemporary American culture and politics.

Read. "Skin a Rabbit," a short story by Honor Jones:

"A whoop and a stampede--the boys were running by. They must have spotted Biddy."

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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Trump's Newest Crackdown on Dissent

Assault charges against a Democratic member of Congress look more like intimidation than law enforcement.

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.


Imagine if this series of events happened in a foreign country: A prosecutor who is most notable for being the president's former personal lawyer, and who is not legally confirmed to her role, charges a member of the opposition party with serious crimes based on trumped-up evidence, and then announces it not on a government platform but on the social-media site owned by the president's friend and major donor. What would outsiders conclude about the strength of democracy and rule of law in that country?

Yesterday, interim U.S. Attorney for New Jersey Alina Habba announced that she was charging Representative LaMonica McIver, a Democrat whose district includes the city of Newark, with assaulting federal agents. McIver reportedly faces several criminal charges related to an incident at Delaney Hall, a privately operated immigrant-detention facility in Newark. Mayor Ras Baraka contends that the prison was operating without a certificate of occupancy, and city officials cited code violations. Baraka, who visited repeatedly and demanded access, was blocked from entering.

On May 9, Baraka visited again, this time with three members of Congress, including McIver. He was initially invited through a gate but then asked to leave, which he did. After he'd stepped outside, federal agents pursued him on public property. A chaotic scrum followed, and Baraka was arrested. Although federal officials derided Baraka for a political stunt, this was a stunt of their own making, and the trespassing charge against Baraka never seemed likely to stick.

Indeed, Habba dropped it yesterday and brought charges against McIver instead. You can watch the videos and decide for yourself--McIver is the one in the red blazer--but calling this an assault is a big stretch; as agents and politicians jostle, McIver elbows an an officer, who is facing away and barely reacts. (People are sometimes charged with assaulting police for no more than incidental contact, even when no reasonable layperson would identify what happened as "assault.") Implicitly acknowledging the flimsiness of the claim, Habba wrote in her statement that she "persistently made efforts to address these issues without bringing criminal charges," but added that it was her "Constitutional obligation to ensure that our federal law enforcement is protected when executing their duties."

Interpreting this as anything other than an attempt to punish criticism and intimidate Democrats is difficult. Prosecuting members of Congress, including those in the opposition party, is not inherently inappropriate--plenty of politicians break the law--but the circumstances here demand close scrutiny. (McIver denies any assault; her lawyer called the charges "spectacularly inappropriate.")

One might grant the charges more benefit of the doubt if not for Donald Trump's open desire to turn the Justice Department into a tool of political retribution, or his previous record of downplaying attacks against law enforcement. The president has fired career prosecutors, revoked the security clearances of his critics, and installed as FBI director a guy who once threatened to "come after" Trump critics. DOJ has opened an investigation into the leading Democratic fundraising platform on shaky premises. Trump picked a U.S. attorney for the District of Columbia who so overstepped his bounds while serving on an interim basis that even Republican senators couldn't stomach confirming him; instead Trump appointed him head of a DOJ "Weaponization Working Group," an unintentionally revealing name. The Justice Department obtained an indictment against a Wisconsin state judge for obstructing an immigration arrest (she pleaded not guilty), and Attorney General Pam Bondi specifically described the charges as a warning to other judges who might flout the administration.

Considering two analogous cases offers more reason to treat the charges against McIver as political intimidation. One is a different incident involving a member of Congress, Florida Republican Cory Mills. In February, police in D.C. responded to a call where a woman, described as Mills's "significant other" in police reports, was freshly bruised, and police listened to Mills encourage her to lie about an altercation on the phone. (Both Mills and the woman have since said there was no violence.) The U.S. attorney for D.C. declined to take up the case.

The second is the January 6, 2021, insurrection at the Capitol. The Justice Department has filed to dismiss cases against rioters, fired prosecutors involved in such cases, and pardoned some people sentenced to prison for their involvement, including those who injured police officers. This week, news emerged that the Justice Department is close to paying a $5 million settlement to the family of Ashli Babbitt, a woman fatally shot by Capitol police while trying to storm the Speaker's Lobby of the Capitol. These are not the actions of an administration with a serious commitment to defending federal law-enforcement officers.

After the May 9 incident at the immigration-detention facility, Democratic House leader Hakeem Jeffries warned the administration against punishing any of the members of Congress in attendance. "That's a red line. It's a red line, it's very clear," he said. Now the administration has crossed that line by charging LaMonica McIver. As with many of Trump's moves, it's a test of the system: How will courts, Congress, and above all the American people respond? If they allow Trump to succeed, he'll have taken a major step toward making dissent illegal.

Related:

	Law and order for some
 	Trump is tired of courts telling him he's breaking the law.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The congressman who saw the truth about Biden
 	When William F. Buckley Jr. met James Baldwin
 	Mark Leibovich: The story about Biden getting old is getting old.
 	The rushed, blundering effort to send deportees to third countries




Today's News

	President Donald Trump announced that $25 billion in initial funding would be set aside for a Golden Dome missile-defense program, which would take years to build.
 	Trump met with House Republicans in an effort to persuade them to unify behind his One Big Beautiful Bill Act.
 	A maintenance worker was arrested for allegedly facilitating the escape of 10 inmates from a New Orleans jail, four of whom have been recaptured.




Evening Read


Bastian Thiery



Germany Arrests King Peter I, the Son of Man, the Messiah

By Graeme Wood

Last week, Germany arrested Peter Fitzek, 59, an anti-government figure also known as King Peter I, the Son of Man, the Messiah. Historically, attempts to arrest messiahs have met with mixed results, so to stay on the safe side, the Interior Ministry not only rolled up Fitzek and three conspirators but also shut down his whole operation, known as the Kingdom of Germany. Subjects of King Peter deny the legitimacy of the Federal Republic of Germany and, over the past 13 years, have built up a counter-state with its own institutions. "In Germany, just like in the rest of the world, we have a lot of problems," Peter told me in 2023. "These problems could not be solved in the old system, so we needed a completely new one."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Trump thinks he knows what started the pandemic.
 	Jonathan Chait: Kristi Noem is dangerously ignorant.
 	The Trump administration is tempting a honeybee disaster.
 	The Founders would have hated Trump's luxury jet.
 	The neo-anti-vaxxers are in power now.




Culture Break


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic. Sources: Edward Berthelot / GC Images / Getty; Leo Vignal / AFP / Getty; Getty.



Turn heads. No one is better at being looked at than Kim Kardashian, Ellen Cushing writes. The diamonds she wore in court sent a message, and not a particularly subtle one.

The view from L.A. No one knows how to "save" Hollywood, David Sims writes. Trump's plan to impose tariffs on movies seized upon the American film industry's existential panic.

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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Congressional Republicans vs. Reality

GOP House leaders still can't find a way to make the math of Trump's tax bill add up.

by David A. Graham




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


Updated at 10:24 a.m. ET on May 22, 2025.


The struggle to pass Donald Trump's second-term agenda in Congress has never been between Republicans and Democrats; the minority party has had little real role so far. Instead, it's been a battle between the House and Senate GOP, between moderates and hard-liners, and, most salient, between Republicans and reality.

Any straightforward accounting points to one conclusion: The president's "One, Big, Beautiful Bill" (as Republicans insist on formally calling it) would make the country's fiscal situation worse. It would slash taxes for years to come, and although it would make some budget cuts, they aren't anywhere near enough to cover the difference. The bill is projected to add trillions of dollars to the deficit; the only real disagreement among analysts is over how many trillions. Yet Republicans leaders keep trying to pretend otherwise.

The past few days have seen a flurry of activity on the bill. On Friday, the House Budget Committee failed to advance the bill after Republican fiscal hawks voted against it. Representative Chip Roy pointed out that the plan relies on lots of upfront spending and claims cuts based on future actions that Congress is unlikely to take. "We didn't come here to claim that we're going to reform things and then not do it, right?" he said last week.

Later on Friday, the credit-rating agency Moody's lowered the nation's rating from the top Aaa to Aa1 with a negative outlook, citing, um, greater federal spending without greater taxes to cover it. "Over the next decade, we expect larger deficits as entitlement spending rises while government revenue remains broadly flat. In turn, persistent, large fiscal deficits will drive the government's debt and interest burden higher," Moody's said in a statement.

Republican leaders' response to the downgrade has been denial. On Meet the Press, Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent said, "I think that Moody's is a lagging indicator. I think that's what everyone thinks of credit agencies." Even insofar as this is true, why exacerbate the existing problems that Moody's notes? This morning, Majority Leader Steve Scalise told CNBC, "This bond downgrade is another serious blow that shows that America needs to get its fiscal house in order. We start to do that in this bill." Never mind that Moody's is responding to exactly the bill's approach.

Russell Vought, the White House budget chief, made the tortured argument that because the bill cuts more than the 1997 Balanced Budget Act agreement, it must be fiscally conservative, as though the huge reductions in revenue included in the bill are somehow irrelevant. Vought also noted that the GOP's accounting is based on "$2.5 trillion in assumed economic growth"--in other words, keeping their fingers crossed for the rosiest results. Among other things, the bill would extend tax cuts passed in Trump's first term, which didn't live up to GOP projections that they'd pay for themselves.

White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt went with a simple up-is-down approach. When asked this morning whether Trump was okay with the bill adding to the deficit, she deadpanned, "This bill does not add to the deficit."

The Budget Committee voted again yesterday and this time advanced the bill--an unusual weekend vote, in which four hard-liners agreed to vote "present" rather than "nay." Few details have emerged about what exactly had changed to satisfy or at least pacify them, and the committee's chair, Jodey Arrington, said that negotiations remain open.

But none of the structural contradictions in the bill have gone away. They are, in fact, the bill's essence. Republicans are determined to extend Trump's tax cuts (most of which were set in his first term to expire at the end of 2025), but they are unwilling to raise other taxes, notwithstanding the president's flirtation with a millionaire's tax. They are also unwilling to really make spending cuts: Though they plan to slash Medicaid, they realize that attacking Medicare and Social Security is politically toxic. The rub is that Medicaid cuts are also very unpopular. The only way to dress the bill up is with wildly optimistic projections of future growth. And that doesn't even touch all the other rotten Easter eggs tucked into the bill, such as a provision to prevent federal courts from enforcing contempt rulings against federal officials.

The Republican bill still has quite a long way to go before it passes the House, much less the Senate. The fact that Republicans scheduled a Rules Committee vote for 1 a.m. on Wednesday does not suggest a great deal of confidence in either the substance or the viability of the bill. When markets opened this morning, stocks sank, the dollar was down, and yields on Treasury bonds rose--a sign of dropping confidence in the U.S. government. (Markets recovered a bit in the afternoon.) Congress is trying to wrangle this while Trump's tariffs have drastically increased the chances of recession--a truth that many of his aides refuse to acknowledge. Reality can be denied, but it always gets the last word.

Related:

	The cynical Republican plan to cut Medicaid
 	Congressional Republicans might set off the debt bomb.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The talented Mr. Vance
 	The MAHA crowd is already questioning Biden's cancer diagnosis.
 	Tom Nichols: Putin's still in charge.
 	Germany arrests King Peter I, the Son of Man, the Messiah.




Today's News

	President Donald Trump spoke with Russian President Vladimir Putin to discuss cease-fire negotiations in the war in Ukraine.
 	The Supreme Court granted the Trump administration permission to revoke the temporary protected status of thousands of Venezuelan immigrants pending the appeal of the case.
 	A federal district judge ruled that the Trump administration and DOGE's attempted takeover of the U.S. Institute of Peace was "unlawful."






Dispatches 

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal compiles stories on what we inherit from our parents.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: NBC / Getty.



How Colin Jost Became a Joke

By Michael Tedder

When Jost first took the job as a "Weekend Update" co-host in 2014, he came off like a cocky prep-school kid doomed to discover that the rest of the world does not share the high opinion he has of himself. Some armchair critics and social-media users sighed that of course Lorne Michaels had given the show's most prestigious job to another "bland white guy," a sign that this most hidebound of institutions was unable to adapt to a changing world. But eventually, Jost seemed to find that he could win the public's goodwill by acknowledging its disdain. Leaning into his unlikability gave Jost a distinctive comedic energy--and, funnily enough, made him a lot more likable.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Trump is tired of courts telling him he's breaking the law.
 	The real problem with the FAA
 	Trump's basic misunderstanding about the war in Ukraine
 	This tornado mayhem was a warning.
 	Anne Applebaum: Nobody in Ukraine thinks the war will end soon.
 	Shutting down Salman Rushdie is not going to help.




Culture Break


Illustration by Allison Zaucha / The Atlantic*



Read. What is Alison Bechdel's secret? The cartoonist has spent a lifetime worrying. In a new graphic novel, she finds something like solace, Hanna Rosin writes.

Examine. The "perfect" platonic bond used to be between two men. Tiffany Watt Smith writes on how the passionate male friendship died.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

It takes a lot to laugh about political stories at the moment, as I recently wrote, but I emitted several loud cackles reading Christopher Hooks's recent dispatch from Greenland for The New Republic. Like Molly Ivins, Hooks is a very funny Texan with a sharp eye for politics. He conjures the bleakness of the Arctic ice sheet as well as the bleakness of the current administration's imperialist ambitions. "Trump's push to annex the island is best understood in terms of American psychology and pathology, habits of thought and action. It doesn't take long to realize that the rest of it is nonsense," he writes. "What Greenland does have in great abundance is nothing, a biblical amount of nothingness."

-- David



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

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

This article originally misstated the latest Moody Ratings outlook.
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How to Make Friendships Last Your Whole Life

"Swallow your pride and make the first move," one reader says.

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.


Updated at 3:34 p.m. ET on May 18, 2025.


Many analogies have been made of friendship--it's like shifting seasons, or a plant, or a really good bra--but I picture friendship most clearly as a house, jointly occupied. Each party agrees to perform their end of the upkeep, and the result is something shared that can last. But how friendships are maintained is a matter of personal preference. I recently asked The Atlantic's writers and editors to share the ways they stay in touch with people, and their responses included spontaneous phone calls, dog-park meetups, and being brave about watching horror films. So I turned the question to The Daily's readers too, who replied with their own accounts of how they care for their friends.

In many relationships, the first step is the hardest one to take. Fred Gregory, a retired Army medic who served in Afghanistan, wrote that after his "Army buddies spread to the four winds," he realized that something--or somebody--had to give. "Men, in general, are terrible at maintaining friendships," he noted. "Swallow your pride and make the first move, hooha."

And sometimes, a reminder to reach out can come in the form of a cold shock. "A year ago, a dear college friend died suddenly while walking his dog. It was distressing we hadn't remained closer," Scott King, 71, wrote from Bermuda. He committed to calling his friends more, "frequently while walking my small Schnauzer on the golf course. Hopefully, I won't meet the same fate."

Consistency is key: Robert Rose, from West Virginia, goes out with his "group of old guy friends" to eat at a different locally owned restaurant each week. "We are MENSA," he wrote: "Men Eating Nowhere Special Again." Lori Walker, 58, praised the "pre-book" strategy, so that the next meetup date is set when everybody is already together. And once a month, Ella T., from Los Angeles, meets her British childhood friends on Zoom: "We begin with the 'organ recital,' namely which anatomical parts need repair or have fallen off." Then comes the "doom exchange" of politics and news updates, followed by a head count of their "mushrooming army of grandkids. Mostly, we giggle."

Generational differences can be stark when it comes to communication; Denise P., 71, from Ohio, loves to make her own cards and receive handwritten letters from her friends and family, which is "a rarity nowadays." Samyukta Reddy, 17, from India, observes that her friends usually rely on texting and sharing memes as a way to keep in touch, but she remains wistful for "the analog past" of a simple phone call. To bridge the gap, maybe all it takes is finding an activity that people can share: For one reader, it's playing "Jewdle," a Jewish-word version of Wordle; for another reader, it's making custom buttons to hand out at protests. "We are ten strong," ranging in age from 30s to 80s, Meg C., 81, wrote of her friend group. "Youth gives us rage and age gives us humor."

A well-maintained friendship is a long-lasting one. And a long-lasting friendship can document life's many bends. Priscilla Newberger, 81, from Oregon, is part of a female class that made up a tiny percentage of MIT's graduates 60 years ago. They bonded over social isolation and the great difficulty of finding a bathroom on campus. Since the pandemic, a bunch of them have been gathering on video calls each month. "Some of these women I haven't seen in many years," she wrote, "but we are friends forever."

That same refrain runs through Rebecca Vara's story: At 46 years old, she has been friends with a group of women since the seventh grade. In high school, some boys started calling them the "Acorns," and the name stuck. Their friendship "took deep roots, grew proud and strong, weathered seasons of joy, grief, drought and renewal; we've witnessed marriages, births, deaths of loved ones, divorce, all the things that make up a life," Vara wrote. "34 years is a long time when you're only 46. There is great joy in knowing these incredible women will be in my life for the next 34 and beyond."

Related:

	How to stay in touch when life gets in the way
 	The easiest way to keep your friends






Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	24 books to get lost in this summer
 	The wrong way to motivate your kid
 	The mother who never stopped believing her son was still there




Today's News

	Mission: Impossible--The Final Reckoning, an action movie starring Tom Cruise as an agent on a mission to stop a rogue artificial intelligence (in theaters Friday)
 	Sirens, a dark-comedy series about two sisters and a strange billionaire at a lavish estate (premieres Thursday on Netflix)
 	The Book of Records, a novel by Madeleine Thien about a family who arrives at a mysterious enclave that bends time and space (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



America Is Having a Showboater Moment

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.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The golden age of the fried-chicken sandwich
 	And the Oscar goes to ... something the voters didn't watch.
 	Maybe Star Wars is better without lightsabers.
 	An eerily familiar 20th-century hoax
 	What to read to understand your mom






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	The day Grok told everyone about "white genocide"
 	The darker design behind Trump's $400 million plane
 	Trump's real secretary of state




Photo Album


The street performer Ari Munandar, whose body is painted silver, poses for tips in the rain at an intersection in Jakarta. (Yasuyoshi Chiba / AFP / Getty)



In Jakarta, some people paint themselves silver and seek donations from passing motorists to make ends meet.



This article originally misidentified the agency that Tom Cruise's character works for in the Mission: Impossible franchise.

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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What We Inherit From Our Parents

We're not doomed to repeat their mistakes, or destined to mimic their best behavior.

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.


Many of us spend our teenage years working tirelessly to avoid becoming our parents. But sooner or later, we discover that we didn't stray quite as far as we thought. A few years ago, my colleague Faith Hill spoke with 17 parents who had the same disconcerting experience: They all noticed themselves doing something, big or small, that mimicked what their own parents used to do. "Some were genuinely happy to take after them," Faith writes. "But most felt at least a little uneasy at the realization: Even people who had relatively happy childhoods, after all, can recall some parental shortcomings. Of course they don't want to replicate them."

The legacy of one's parents can feel like a prophecy, Faith notes. But we're not all doomed to repeat our parents' mistakes, or destined to inherit their successes. Today's reading list is a guide to taking useful lessons without losing your own way.



On Becoming Your Parents 

How to Take Charge of Your Family Inheritance

By Arthur C. Brooks

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

Read the article.

The Parenting Prophecy

By Faith Hill

The way someone was raised often shows up in the way they raise their own kids--for better or worse.

Read the article.

Quaker Parents Were Ahead of Their Time

By Gail Cornwall

The nearly 375-year-old religion's principles line up surprisingly well with modern parenting research.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The branch of philosophy all parents should know: Care ethics just might transform the way people think about what they owe their children, Elissa Strauss wrote last year.
 	What workism is doing to parents: Public policy should assist families--but not by helping adults spend more time on the job, Lyman Stone and Laurie DeRose wrote in 2021.




Other Diversions

	24 books to get lost in this summer
 	The wrong way to motivate your kid
 	Maybe Star Wars is better without lightsabers.




P.S.


Courtesy of Elizabeth



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Elizabeth, from the Outer Banks of North Carolina, shared this photo of "the darkening day, the calm, the color, the scale of the ocean compared to the scale of me--of all of us."

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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The Good News About Crime

The sharp rise in violent crime starting in 2020 received lots of attention. The recent reported drops, not so much.

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.


You don't hear a lot of good news these days, and you hear even less good news about crime. In fact, this is a consistent structural problem with crime reporting. When crime is rising, it gets a great deal of attention--following the old newsroom adage that "if it bleeds, it leads."

Most news consumers are probably aware that starting in 2020, the United States witnessed one of the most remarkable increases in crime in its history. Murder rose by the highest annual rate recorded (going back to the start of reliable records, in 1960) from 2019 to 2020. Some criminal-justice-reform advocates, concerned that the increase would doom nascent progress, tried to play it down. They were right to point out that violent crime was still well below the worst peaks of the 1980s and '90s, but wrong to dismiss the increase entirely. Such a steep, consistent, and national rise is scary, and each data point represents a horror for real people.

What happened after that is less heralded: Crime is down since then. Although final statistics are not yet available, some experts think that 2024 likely set the record for the steepest fall in the murder rate. And 2025 is off to an even better start. The year is not yet half over, and a lot can still change--just consider 2020, when murder really took off in the second half--but the Real-Time Crime Index, which draws on a national sample, finds that through March, murder is down 21.6 percent, violent crime is down 11 percent, and property crime is down 13.8 percent. In April, Chicago had 20 murders. That's not just lower than in any April of the past few years--that's the best April since 1962, early in Richard J. Daley's mayorship.

One of the great challenges of reporting on crime is the lack and lateness of good statistics. The best numbers come from the FBI, but they aren't released until the fall of the following year. Still, we can get a pretty good idea of the trends from the data that are available. The Council on Criminal Justice analyzed 2024 data from 40 cities on 13 categories of crime, and found that all but one (shoplifting) dropped from 2023. Homicide was down 16 percent among cities in the sample that reported data, and in cities with especially high numbers of murders, such as St. Louis, Baltimore, and Detroit, they fell to 2014 levels. Even carjacking, which suddenly had become more common in recent years, was down to below 2020 levels--though motor-vehicle theft was higher.

A separate report from the Major Cities Chiefs Association, which gathers leaders of police departments in the biggest cities, found similar trends: a 16 percent drop in homicide from 2023, and smaller reductions in rape, robbery, and aggravated assault.

Another great challenge of reporting on crime is how vague our understanding is of what drives changes in crime. Even now, scholars disagree about what led to the long decline in crime from the 1990s until the 2010s. One popular theory for the 2020 rise has been that it was connected to the murder of George Floyd and the resulting protests, though that allows for several possible pathways: Were police too occupied with protests to deal with ordinary crime? Were they de-policing as a sort of protest (the "blue flu")--or were they pulling back because that was the message the protests were sending them and their leaders? Did the attention to brutal law enforcement delegitimize police in the eyes of citizens, encouraging a rise in criminal behavior? Any or all of these are possible, in various proportions.

A Brookings Institution report published in December contends that the pandemic itself was the prime culprit. The authors argue that murder was already rising when Floyd was killed. "The spike in murders during 2020 was directly connected to local unemployment and school closures in low-income areas," they write. "Cities with larger numbers of young men forced out of work and teen boys pushed out of school in low-income neighborhoods during March and early April, had greater increases in homicide from May to December that year, on average." Because many of these unemployment and school-closure-related trends continued for years, they believe this explains why high murder rates persisted in 2021 and 2022 before falling. The journalist Alec MacGillis has also done powerful reporting that makes a similar argument.

Recognizing the real trends in crime rates is important in part because disorder, real or perceived, creates openings for demagoguery. Throughout his time in politics, President Donald Trump has exaggerated or outright misrepresented the state of crime in the United States, and has used it to push for both stricter and more brutal policing. He has also argued that deportations will reduce crime--with his administration going so far as to delete a Justice Department webpage with a report noting that undocumented immigrants commit crime at lower rates than native citizens in Texas.

The irony is that Trump's policy choices could slow or even reverse the positive trends currently occurring. Reuters reports that the Justice Department has eliminated more than $800 million in grants through the Office of Justice Programs. Giffords, a gun-control group founded by former U.S. Representative Gabby Giffords, warns that this includes important aid to local police departments for preventing gun violence and other forms of crime: "Trump is destabilizing the very foundations of violence prevention programs across the country." The administration's economic policies also threaten to drive the U.S. into recession, which tends to cause increases in crime, as it may have done in 2020.

Upticks in crime driven by misguided policy choices would be tragic, especially coming just as the shock of 2020 is fading. Good news isn't just hard to find--it can also be fleeting.

Related:

	What's really going on with the crime rate? (From 2022)
 	The many causes of America's decline in crime (From 2015)






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The mother who never stopped believing her son was still there
 	The visionary of Trump 2.0
 	An autopsy report on Biden's in-office decline




Today's News

	Some Republicans in the House Budget Committee, demanding deeper spending cuts, voted against President Donald Trump's tax bill.
 	The Supreme Court temporarily blocked the Trump administration from using a wartime law to deport a group of Venezuelan immigrants.
 	Israel's air strikes killed roughly 100 people in north Gaza, according to local health officials.




Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic.*



'We're Definitely Going to Build a Bunker Before We Release AGI'

By Karen Hao

In the summer of 2023, Ilya Sutskever, a co-founder and the chief scientist of OpenAI, was meeting with a group of new researchers at the company. By all traditional metrics, Sutskever should have felt invincible: He was the brain behind the large language models that helped build ChatGPT, then the fastest-growing app in history; his company's valuation had skyrocketed; and OpenAI was the unrivaled leader of the industry believed to power the future of Silicon Valley. But the chief scientist seemed to be at war with himself.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The question the Trump administration couldn't answer about birthright citizenship
 	The birthright-citizenship case isn't really about birthright citizenship.
 	The new MAGA world order
 	A different way to think about medicine's most stubborn enigma




Culture Break


Illustration by Jan Buchczik



Take charge. You may be fine with becoming more like your parents or hate the idea. Either way, it's something you can control, the happiness expert Arthur C. Brooks writes.

Read. Amanda Hess's new book examines a surplus of experts and gadgets promising to perfect the experience of raising children, Hillary Kelly writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Mad Dual-Hatter

Trump's reliance on the same group of officials to fill multiple jobs is dangerous.

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.


Unemployment rates are near historical lows, and finding good help is hard. Perhaps that's why Donald Trump keeps turning to the same group of officials to fill multiple positions.

Todd Blanche is the deputy attorney general, the No. 2 official at the Justice Department--a big and important job. As of this week, he's also the acting Librarian of Congress. Russ Vought, the head of the Office of Management and Budget, is also the acting head of the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau--though because he's effectively frozen the bureau's work, that may not be much of a lift. Kash Patel is the head of the FBI but also served as acting head of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives until he was replaced by Daniel Driscoll, who happens to be the secretary of the Army as well.

Still, no one is working as hard as Marco Rubio, who now has four jobs. His main gig is serving as secretary of state, but in February he was appointed acting administrator of the U.S. Agency for International Development. Days later, he also became the acting archivist of the United States. And earlier this month, after Trump sacked National Security Adviser Mike Waltz, he named Rubio to fill that role on an acting basis as well. (A State Department spokesperson has said he's receiving only one salary.) The administration is also relying on acting officials--temporarily appointed but not Senate-confirmed--in other key roles, including FEMA's head and the U.S. attorney for the District of Columbia.

The government has a term for this: dual-hatting. Or rather, a term exists for what Blanche, Vought, and Patel are doing. Rubio is breaking new ground in both semantics and government. Some dual-hat roles exist by design. The head of the U.S. Cyber Command and the National Security Agency are the same person, to increase agility when dealing with cybersecurity threats, though some people believe that the roles should be split.

In these other cases, however, Trump either can't or won't find someone to actually fill the role. Neither possibility is encouraging. If he can't, at this early stage in his administration, find enough qualified people willing to do these jobs, then the rest of his term will be a continuous struggle to execute. If he simply won't, because he would rather stick with a small circle of figures he trusts, the administration will also be beset by dysfunction, as leaders pulled in too many directions drop balls, as well as by dangerous incompetence and conflicts of interest.

The dual-hatting reflects Trump's attempts to learn from his first term. In Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation document that has been a blueprint for the administration, the authors lamented that Trump was very slow to appoint people to fill administration roles. "This had the effect of permanently hampering the rollout of the new President's agenda," they wrote, because "much of the government relied on senior careerists and holdover Obama appointees to carry out the sensitive responsibilities that would otherwise belong to the new President's appointees." As Trump's presidency continued, he came to rely on acting appointments, in part because the Senate declined to confirm some of his less-qualified nominees.

Project 2025 recommended using more acting appointments but, more important, sought to solve this problem by identifying and training a corps of loyal operatives ready to be appointed on day one. That doesn't seem to have worked so far. Trump has more confirmed picks than at the same point in his first administration and the Joe Biden administration but is just keeping pace with Barack Obama, and he seems to have a particular problem filling positions that are very important but below Cabinet rank.

Whether the dual-hat wearers are qualified to do the work seems to hold little importance for Trump. The White House's rationale for firing Librarian of Congress Carla Hayden was nonsensical: She was accused of acquiring books inappropriate for children, which makes little sense when discussing a non-lending library with a wide collection. She holds a doctorate in library science and served as president of the American Library Association. Blanche, by contrast, has spent his career as a white-shoe lawyer (including defending Trump in his criminal trials).

Rubio's roles at USAID and as national security adviser at least have some overlap with his work as secretary of state (if not with one another), but they require a broad range of managerial skills and knowledge. As my colleague Tom Nichols recently wrote, "Rubio is the only person besides Henry Kissinger to have ever run the National Security Council and State Department simultaneously, and it is both a criticism and a compliment to say that Marco Rubio is no Henry Kissinger."

As for the fourth role, it makes no sense except as an attempt to weaken the Archives. "I don't think it's possible to have an effective Archives without an archivist," David Ferriero, the archivist from 2009 to 2022, told me. Ferriero remains in frequent touch with former colleagues, and told me that Rubio had only recently made his first appearance at the National Archives, about 100 days into the administration. That means the Archives are without a full-time leader at a crucial moment.

"The first 100 days are very important," Ferriero told me, because 4,000 new people typically enter the government in that period. "Those incoming folks need to be trained about what the rules and regulations are regarding recordkeeping. That's the piece that I know isn't taking place now. All the former guidelines, principles, and following the rules are out the window. That means a huge hole in our history."

In an emailed statement, the National Archives and Records Administration said, "The National Archives' core mission is preserving the records of the United States Government and making those records available to the American people." The statement cited the recent release of hundreds of thousands of pages of documents related to the assassinations of John F. Kennedy and Robert F. Kennedy. The statement did not address how often Rubio has been at work at the Archives.

Rubio might also have an incentive to not preserve records. As secretary of state, he was part of a Signal group discussing strikes on Yemen's Houthi rebels, to which Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg was inadvertently added. These discussions are too sensitive to happen over Signal, an off-the-shelf application, but once they did take place, they became subject to public-records laws. How and whether the administration was preserving them remains unclear, though, and they may have been deleted. Is Archivist Marco Rubio likely to raise a fuss about violations of the law committed by Secretary of State Marco Rubio?

Conflicts of interest like this one, as well as cases of simple neglect, will proliferate the longer the administration keeps using the same group to fill many jobs. Trump owes it to his agenda and to the nation to doff the dual hats.

Related:

	Tom Nichols: A crisis is no time for amateurs.
 	Inside Mike Waltz's White House exit




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's real secretary of state
 	The day Grok told everyone about "white genocide"
 	24 books to get lost in this summer




Today's News

	The Supreme Court heard arguments about the Trump administration's attempt to ban birthright citizenship.
 	Russian President Vladimir Putin elected to skip the peace negotiations with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in Istanbul.
 	Cassie Ventura, who accused the rapper Sean "Diddy" Combs of rape and abuse, is undergoing cross-examination at Diddy's trial. Combs has denied the allegations.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Should children's literature have rules? Shirley Li on the blurry line between education and entertainment.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Jan Buchczik



How to Take Charge of Your Family Inheritance

By Arthur C. Brooks

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 ...
 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 the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The MAGA-world rift over Trump's Qatari jet
 	America is having a showboater moment.
 	What really happened when OpenAI turned on Sam Altman
 	DOGE is bringing back a deadly disease.




Culture Break


International Church of the Foursquare Gospel



Read. What happened when a mega-famous evangelist went missing? A new book probes an eerily familiar 20th-century hoax.

To watch or not watch. Oscar voters must now view all of the nominees before casting their ballots. "I can only watch the things I'm interested in. Otherwise, for me, it's a waste of my time," one Academy member told Amogh Dimri.

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 Should You Let Your Kids Read?

Giving them some independence can help rekindle their love of books.

by Shirley Li




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


Shortly after the end of the Civil War, the writer Samuel Osgood considered one question above all others: "What shall we do with our children?" More specifically, how should we "train and teach them in body and mind, by schools and books, by play and work, for that marvellous American life that is now opening to us its new and eventful chapter in the history of man?"

He had plenty of reason to wonder. Children's literature was a burgeoning genre, and public libraries, which hadn't existed in America until the 1850s, wouldn't include children's sections until four decades later. Fast-forward through time--and The Atlantic's archives--and the question of what children should be reading has become a constant refrain. In 1900, the children's author Everett T. Tomlinson observed that a "demand of the young reader is for action rather than for contemplation ... Analysis and introspection are words outside his vocabulary." In 1902, the librarian Hiller C. Wellman was convinced that a novel could irrevocably change a child's morals: "If in a book--as sometimes happens--trickiness and deceit are exhibited as excusable or 'smart,' his ideal of honor is exposed to serious injury."

Should kids be offered only fairy tales and fables? Can they handle Shakespeare? Would teenagers be more inclined to pick up the classics if their covers teased sex? How much horror can they take? And what's the difference between education and entertainment anyway?

In 1888, the librarian C. M. Hewins argued that the last thing adults should do is oversimplify stories for children; they'll "know nothing in later years of great originals" if they start out reading watered-down tales. Wellman, a decade-plus afterward, insisted that children's books should impart on kids "the standards of right and wrong." More than a century later, the Goosebumps author R. L. Stine would refute the notion that there should be any rules at all for kids' literature. "Adults are allowed to read anything they want. Adults don't have to have characters learn and grow. Adults can read all kinds of trash and no one criticizes them. Why do kids have to have that?" he told my colleague Adrienne LaFrance in 2018. "I thought it would be great to write a bunch of kids' books where no one learns and no one grows." The result, for Stine, has been a massively successful series of novels that has spawned a hit show and multiple film adaptations.

Popularity doesn't indicate approval from children and adults alike, of course--even some of the most acclaimed titles have been subject to scrutiny, with the number of banned books ballooning year over year. When a Virginia school board added The Handmaid's Tale to a list of titles to be removed, Margaret Atwood echoed Stine's sentiments about the strict limitations set on kids. "Should parents have a say in what their kids are taught in public schools? Certainly: a democratic vote on the matter," she wrote in 2023. "Should young people--high-school juniors and seniors, for starters--also have a say? Why not?"

In the meantime, kids are reading less. A 2020 study revealed that the number of children reading for fun had hit its lowest point since 1984, and reading skills are on the decline across America. Many factors could be behind this slump, including demographic shifts in schools, education-policy changes, and the rise of smartphones and screen time. But one of the most compelling explanations, according to the children's author Katherine Marsh, "is rooted in how our education system teaches kids to relate to books." She detailed one educator's suggestion for third-grade English teachers following Common Core requirements: to first walk students through the difference between nonliteral and literal language, and then have them read a passage from Amelia Bedelia, the classic series in which the protagonist takes everything literally. Afterward, the students would answer written questions.

"The focus on reading analytically seems to be squashing that organic enjoyment," Marsh explained. "Critical reading is an important skill ... But this hyperfocus on analysis comes at a steep price: The love of books and storytelling is being lost."

Perhaps, in order for children to fall back in love with reading, adults have to get out of the way--a conclusion Osgood reached himself, all the way back in 1865. He argued that understanding children requires taking them seriously, and that a developing mind isn't necessarily a weak one. The best children's books must present stories and images that "the young reader's mind can easily appreciate and enjoy," he wrote. But at the same time, why not also introduce children to the best writers "and their earth and heaven of earthly sense and starry wisdom"? Now there's a question to ponder.
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