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        The Long Goodbye to College
        Amogh Dimri

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The month of May marks the first anniversary of my college graduation--or, as I call it, the inevitable and dreaded start of my adulthood. This time last year, I questioned what I wanted from my future, endured the implosion of a close-knit social life, parted ways with a failed situationship, and tried ...

      

      
        A Swiss Village Destroyed by a Landslide
        Alan Taylor

        Alexandre Agrusti / AFP / GettyThis photograph shows the remaining buildings of the village of Blatten, in the Swiss Alps, buried by a landslide, on May 29, 2025. Blatten residents were evacuated last week after several smaller landslides, but one person remains missing. Rising floodwater from the blocked Lonza river is now inundating the few surviving buildings and threatening downstream villages.Gunter Fischer / Universal Images Group / GettyThis archive photo from 2020 shows the village of Bla...

      

      
        A Way to Understand Pope Leo XIV's Mission of Love
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Confounding the prognostication of oddsmakers and Vatican watchers everywhere, Cardinal Robert Francis Prevost was elected as Pope Leo XIV on May 8, becoming the first pope in history from the United States. The new Holy Father served for many years as a missionary in South America and is a dual citizen of the U.S. and Peru. In his first remarks as pope, from the balcony overlooking St. Peter's S...

      

      
        Striking Down Trump's Tariffs Isn't a Judicial Coup
        Conor Friedersdorf

        The debate over President Donald Trump's tariffs often focuses on whether they are prudent. Defenders insist that Trump's tariffs will help make America great again and boost national security. Critics counter that they'll wreck the economy. But the strongest argument against the tariffs is actually that they are unlawful. Neither the Constitution nor any statute authorizes Trump to impose what he ordered.Now, months after sticklers for the rule of law began making that argument, it has finally b...

      

      
        The Conversations Trump's Doctors Should Be Having With Him
        Louise Aronson

        In contrast to his aging predecessor, President Trump appears robust and energetic. Yet, like Joe Biden, Donald Trump is an elderly man, and he will become the oldest sitting president in U.S. history by the end of his second term. In light of recent revelations about Biden's declining health, as a doctor and an expert in aging, I have been thinking about the responsibilities of Trump's doctors to him and to the American public. If the way we care for elderly people is distinct because their bodi...

      

      
        Diddy's Defenders
        Xochitl Gonzalez

        America is riveted by the Diddy trial for many reasons: celebrity, kink, drugs, violence, guns, baby oil. You can almost hear Ryan Murphy calling FX now to pitch American Crime Story: Diddy Do It? Influencers are staking out the courthouse, live-updating X with witnesses' testimony, and providing TikTok updates that one creator calls "Diddy-lations." And people are eating it up.Diddy--whose legal name is Sean Combs--has pleaded not guilty to the charges he faces of racketeering conspiracy and sex t...

      

      
        Bring Back Communal Kid Discipline
        Stephanie H. Murray

        On a trip to Prague a couple of years ago, my family piled into a rapidly filling metro car, and I wound up sitting next to my 6-year-old daughter, while her 4-year-old sister sat directly across from us, on her own. At one point, my youngest pulled a knee up to her chest and rested her foot on the seat. Almost immediately, a woman sitting next to her, who looked to be about 70, reached out and gently touched my daughter's foot, signaling her to put it down. My daughter was surprised, maybe a lit...

      

      
        The Perilous Spread of the Wellness Craze
        Sheila McClear

        For many Americans, health care is something to be dreaded and deferred--a source of pain, wasted time, or financial hardship. For luckier Americans, it could mean curling up on an exam table in a med spa and receiving a "gravity" colonic. Amy Larocca's new book about the wellness industry, How to Be Well: Navigating Our Self-Care Epidemic, One Dubious Cure at a Time, opens with the author undergoing exactly this procedure, against doctor's orders. The water forced into her colon will, she writes,...

      

      
        Why Pilots Don't Get Therapy
        Jocelyn Frank

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsAn average person struggling with anxiety or depression might try behavioral therapy or medication, and then ideally get back to a stable, healthy life. But commercial pilots face a different calculation. When pilots seek out mental-health care, they risk disrupting their livelihoods, derailing their careers and sometimes their permission to fly.Last year, the FAA convened a panel of experts to develop recommendations aim...

      

      
        The President's Pattern of Impatience
        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.During Donald Trump's first stint as president, the political scientist Daniel Drezner maintained a very long thread on the site formerly known as Twitter. Each entry had the same text--"I'll believe that Trump is growing into the presidency when his staff stops talking about him like a toddler"--followed...

      

      
        Trump's Campaign to Scare Off Foreign Students
        Rose Horowitch

        During last year's presidential campaign, Donald Trump endorsed a novel idea: Foreign students who graduated from college in the United States would automatically get a green card, instead of having to scramble for a new visa or leave the country entirely. "They go back to India; they go back to China," he told the tech-plutocrat hosts of the All-In Podcast in June. He lamented the loss of students who "become multibillionaires employing thousands and thousands of people," and declared, "It's so ...

      

      
        A Reality Check for Tech Oligarchs
        John Kaag

        Technologists currently wield a level of political influence that was recently considered unthinkable. While Elon Musk's Department of Government Efficiency slashes public services, Jeff Bezos takes celebrities to space on Blue Origin and the CEOs of AI companies speak openly of radically transforming society. As a result, there has never been a better moment to understand the ideas that animate these leaders' particular vision of the future.In his new book, More Everything Forever, the science j...

      

      
        The People Who Clean the Ears of Lincoln (And Other Statues)
        Alan Taylor

        Bettmann / GettyNational Parks Service worker James Hudson uses a cloth-wrapped pole to clean the ear of the statue at the Lincoln Memorial in 1987.Gary Hershorn / GettyMaintenance workers clean a statue in Central Park, in New York City, in 2016.Anton Vaganov / ReutersA municipal worker scrubs a statue of the Soviet state founder Vladimir Lenin in Saint Petersburg, Russia, in 2023.Kyodo / ReutersA crew carries out the annual cleaning of the 120-meter-tall Ushiku Daibutsu Great Buddha statue in U...

      

      
        J. D. Vance's Bargain With the Devil
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, David opens with a Memorial Day message about corruption and extortion in the Trump White House, including revelations about meme-coin pay-to-play schemes and foreign-financed golf courses.Then David is joined by his Atlantic colleague George Packer to discuss Packer's new profile of Vice President J. D. Vance. They examine Vance's sharp political turn from thoughtful memoirist to c...

      

      
        A Film That Captures a 'Friend Breakup'
        Shirley Li

        Men will literally, as the meme goes, do anything to avoid therapy. They'll start wars. They'll become obsessed with the Roman empire. They'll join more improv teams than they could possibly need. The meme captures the exaggerated nature of the "male-loneliness epidemic" narrative: Despite a recent study finding that American men and women are roughly equally lonely, the idea that men are especially unable to cope with social isolation persists.But for Craig Waterman, the protagonist of the new f...

      

      
        The Administration Takes a Hatchet to the NSC
        Thomas Wright

        At 4:20 p.m. on the Friday before Memorial Day, Brian McCormack, the National Security Council chief of staff, sent an email to more than 100 staffers telling them that they had 30 minutes to clear out their desk. Nearly all were people the Trump administration had hired to the NSC.President Donald Trump has been gunning for the NSC since 2019, during his first term in office, when two staffers filed a whistleblower complaint about his call with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky and got him ...

      

      
        How a Recession Might Tank American Romance
        Faith Hill

        Life was bleak, bleak, bleak: Soup-kitchen lines ran for blocks. Teenagers walked across the nation on foot, looking for work. Parents fashioned cardboard soles for their children's little shoes. This was the Great Depression, and Americans were suffering. But many of them did have one thing to look forward to: dating. Young people still went to movies and dances; they shared ice-cream sundaes or Coca-Colas. (They called the latter a "Coke date.") Not everyone could manage such luxuries, Beth Bai...

      

      
        The Trump Presidency's World-Historical Heist
        David Frum

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.During his first presidency, Donald Trump collected millions of dollars of other people's money. He charged the taxpayer nearly $2 million to protect him during the hundreds of times he visited his own properties. He accepted millions of dollars of campaign-related funds from Republican candidates who sought his favor. His businesses collected at least $13 million from foreign governments over his first ter...

      

      
        How America Lost Control of the Seas
        Arnav Rao

        "He who commands the sea has command of everything," the ancient Athenian general Themistocles said. By that standard, the United States has command of very little.America depends on ocean shipping. About 80 percent of its international trade by weight traverses the seas. The U.S. needs ships to deliver nearly 90 percent of its armed forces' supplies and equipment, including fuel, ammunition, and food. Commercial shipyard capacity is essential for surge construction of warships and sealift-suppor...

      

      
        Trump's Tirades Aren't Swaying Putin
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Who could forget the riveting moment, during the high Cold War tensions of the early 1980s, when President Ronald Reagan strode to the White House podium and told the American people that Soviet leader Yuri Andropov had "gone absolutely crazy." Raising his voice to a yell, Reagan thundered that Andropov...

      

      
        Dear James: I Miss Playing the Banjo
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.Dear James,I have one of those eternal questions, the kind that is difficult to answer no matter how much you ruminate on it: How exactly is one supposed to work hard enough to put...

      

      
        The 'Man-Eater' Screwworm Is Coming
        Sarah Zhang

        The United States has, for 70 years, been fighting a continuous aerial war against the New World screwworm, a parasite that eats animals alive: cow, pig, deer, dog, even human. (Its scientific name, C. hominivorax, translates to "man-eater.") Larvae of the parasitic fly chew through flesh, transforming small nicks into big, gruesome wounds. But in the 1950s, the U.S. Department of Agriculture laid the groundwork for a continent-wide assault. Workers raised screwworms in factories, blasted them wi...

      

      
        The Era of DEI for Conservatives Has Begun
        Rose Horowitch

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.No one would be surprised to learn that an elite university has a plan to counteract the structural barriers to the advancement of a minority group. Johns Hopkins University's latest diversity initiative, however, has managed to put a new spin on a familiar concept: The minority group in question is conservative professors.Between 30 and 40 percent of Americans identify as conservative, but conservatives make...

      

      
        Ukraine's New Way of War
        Nataliya Gumenyuk

        Since entering office in January, President Donald Trump has pressed for a negotiated settlement to the war in Ukraine, largely on Russian terms. "You don't have the cards right now," Trump told Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in their infamous February Oval Office meeting--suggesting that Ukraine could resist a Russian takeover only with continued American military backing or Russia's voluntary restraint.And yet, despite flagging U.S. support, Ukrainian forces continue to hold the Russians...

      

      
        The New Dark Age
        Adam Serwer

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Updated at 1:13 p.m. ET on May 27, 2025The warlords who sacked Rome did not intend to doom Western Europe to centuries of ignorance. It was not a foreseeable consequence of their actions. The same cannot be said of the sweeping attack on human knowledge and progress that the Trump administration is now undertaking--a deliberate destruction of education, science, and history, conducted with a fanaticism that ...

      

      
        
          	
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Best of The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Long Goodbye to College

Any recent graduate will tell you that their head felt heaviest after the cap came off.

by Amogh Dimri




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


The month of May marks the first anniversary of my college graduation--or, as I call it, the inevitable and dreaded start of my adulthood. This time last year, I questioned what I wanted from my future, endured the implosion of a close-knit social life, parted ways with a failed situationship, and tried to scrub a stubborn beer stain out of my baby-blue graduation gown. I remember the endless parties, cigars that smelled like chocolate but tasted like ash, cheap champagne that we shook and sprayed but hardly drank, all that beer and wine we did drink. Now, as I watch videos of underclassmen donning their own robes, I face the unwelcome reminder that grass grows atop the grave of my college days.

The morning of my graduation, I struggled to follow a TikTok tutorial on how to tie a tie (eventually enlisting my roommate's help) and ate just a bag of Cheez-Its for breakfast. I walked across the stage for all of eight seconds, waving at the crowd without a clue where my family was seated. But none of those gripes mattered, because my dean winked at me as we shook hands and the school's anthem sounded better through Bluetooth speakers than it ever had through brass.

At graduations, even the slightest pageantry is enchanting. One 1923 Atlantic article remarked that merely being asked "Are you going to Commencement?" provoked joy: "Commencement had a meaning," the writer Carroll Perry explained. "It meant that the Governor of the Commonwealth was coming to Williamstown, and the sheriff of the County of Berkshire, with bell-crown and cockade, in buff waistcoat, carrying a staff. It meant wearing your Sunday suit all day Monday and Tuesday and Wednesday; it meant pretty girls from big cities; pretty girls, in stylish dresses, with wonderful parasols--girls who lived in New York."

But all of that pomp can be punctured by reality. At my alma mater, Columbia, there was confusion over whether the ceremony would happen at all, because of the campus protests against Israel's war in Gaza. (Ultimately, commencement was canceled and smaller graduation events, including mine, were moved off campus.) Matriculating into adulthood too often means entering a world plagued by conflict. In 1917, amid the throes of World War I, a father wrote a letter to his daughter for her graduation: "That, my daughter with your sheepskin in your hand, is the world into which you have graduated. It is a world in crisis; a world struggling toward a salvation only to be won by bitter effort," he wrote. "No one of us is exempt from contributing what we have and what we are to that endeavor."

Uncertainty is the word that defines the waning months of college and beyond. Finding a post-grad path is hard, not least because of the pressure to select one that may determine your career forever. Graduate school delays the job hunt by a few years, but the outcomes can vary. "Now, four years after having obtained an M. A. and a Ph. D., I am seemingly permanently unemployed," an anonymous graduate, with the byline of "Ph. D.," complained in 1940. And the pressure to keep up with your peers, especially financially, never goes away. One writer who was working as a carpenter went to dinner with old college friends, who all made substantially more money than he did, in white-collar positions. "I think it cheered them somewhat to learn that my hands had not been able to keep pace with their heads, commercially," he wrote in 1929.

Any recent graduate will tell you that their head felt heaviest after the cap came off. The night after graduation, my friends and I snuck into our freshman-year dorm. We reminisced about our four years together and wrote a message for the dorm's future inhabitants inside an electrical box in the same living room where we first met. And then the sun came up. I loaded my life into cardboard and loaded that cardboard into a minivan and slid my car window down to wave goodbye to it all. "Thus we launch the schoolboy upon life. Commencement meant commencement; it was the beginning of responsibility. He had to make his own chance now," the minister Edward E. Hale lamented in an 1893 essay. "His boyhood was over."

At some point after the blur of my victory lap, I suddenly found myself back at home, all alone. I'd been asked What's next? by some 20 people by then, but for the first time, I was forced to actually confront the question. I had no answer. I just mourned my boyhood.
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A Swiss Village Destroyed by a Landslide

On May 28, the small Alpine village of Blatten, Switzerland, was almost entirely buried under a massive landslide, following the collapse of a nearby glacier.

by Alan Taylor


This photograph shows the remaining buildings of the village of Blatten, in the Swiss Alps, buried by a landslide, on May 29, 2025. Blatten residents were evacuated last week after several smaller landslides, but one person remains missing. Rising floodwater from the blocked Lonza river is now inundating the few surviving buildings and threatening downstream villages. (Alexandre Agrusti / AFP / Getty)




This archive photo from 2020 shows the village of Blatten as it appeared before the landslide, in the Canton of Valais, Switzerland. (Gunter Fischer / Universal Images Group / Getty)




Mud and rocks slide down a mountain after a glacier partially collapsed, burying most of the village of Blatten, on May 28, 2025, in this screen grab taken from a handout video. (Pomona Media / Reuters)




An aerial view shows the destruction of Blatten, Switzerland, on May 29, 2025, one day after the landslide. (Jean-Christophe Bott / Keystone / AP)




Debris from a crumbling glacier that partially collapsed and tumbled onto the village of Blatten, seen on May 29, 2025. (Stefan Wermuth / Reuters)




This photograph taken from the nearby village of Ferden shows part of the landslide on May 29, 2025. (Fabrice Coffrini / AFP / Getty)




A helicopter flies above the landslide area in the Lotschental Valley on May 29, 2025. (Fabrice Coffrini / AFP / Getty)




A helicopter drops equipment in Ried, next to debris from the landslide, on May 29, 2025. (Stefan Wermuth / Reuters)




A view of the landslide, seen from the nearby village of Ferden on May 29, 2025. (Fabrice Coffrini / AFP / Getty)




Dust swirls above part of a collapsed glacier on the mountainside above the village of Blatten on May 29, 2025. (Stefan Wermuth / Reuters)




Floodwater rises in what remains of the village of Blatten, after the landslide blocked the river Lonza, seen on May 29, 2025. (Fabrice Coffrini / AFP / Getty)




A car is carried by a helicopter out of Blatten on May 29, 2025. (Stefan Wermuth / Reuters)




Several sheep are airlifted out of Blatten on May 29, 2025. (Stefan Wermuth / Reuters)




This photograph taken above Wiler shows the Bietschhorn mountain in the Swiss Alps after part of the huge Birch Glacier had collapsed the day before and destroyed the small village of Blatten, on May 29, 2025. (Fabrice Coffrini / AFP / Getty)




The remaining buildings of the village of Blatten, after surviving the landslide, are being slowly swallowed by rising floodwater from the river Lonza, which was blocked by the debris. (Alexandre Agrusti / AFP / Getty)
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A Way to Understand Pope Leo XIV's Mission of Love

He poses for us the great challenge of unity.

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.

Confounding the prognostication of oddsmakers and Vatican watchers everywhere, Cardinal Robert Francis Prevost was elected as Pope Leo XIV on May 8, becoming the first pope in history from the United States. The new Holy Father served for many years as a missionary in South America and is a dual citizen of the U.S. and Peru. In his first remarks as pope, from the balcony overlooking St. Peter's Square, he declared, "Together, we must look for ways to be a missionary Church" and called on all Catholics "to be missionaries."

This is neither a radical agenda nor a new one. Missionary work has been at the heart of the Catholic Church from its earliest days. This has not usually been of the knocking-on-doors sort; Catholics tend to be "service missionaries" who mingle their faith with an earthly vocation. Catholic movements throughout history have typically formed in response to a pressing worldly need. Some missionaries in these movements have cared for the sick (for example, the Brothers Hospitallers), while others have taught young people (the Jesuits) or fed the hungry (the Missionaries of Charity). The ethos is to treat both bodies and souls. As a lay Catholic myself, I consider my secular writing, speaking, and teaching to be the principal way that I share my faith publicly.

As the new pope charges Catholics to be service missionaries representing a missionary Church, then, the question is this: What pressing need do we face? Leo named it himself at his inaugural mass: "Brothers and sisters, this is the hour for love!" To bind up the wounds in our families, nations, and Church is the mission we need today--a mission of true love for a suffering world.

Francis X. Rocca: The conclave just did the unthinkable

Love is central to the Christian faith. In the Book of Genesis, God said, "Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness." In the New Testament, the apostle John clarifies that likeness: "God is love"; thus, we are made to love. As to precisely what that means, Saint Thomas Aquinas provides a compelling answer in his Summa Theologiae, written in the years before his death in 1274: "To love is to will the good of the other."

But as they say, the devil is in the details. Willing the good of others can take many different forms. Some might argue that in our messy world, a mission of love should emphasize simple empathy toward others, accepting people as they are without judgment. For psychologists, empathy means "adopting another person's emotional state." This is what leads parents to say "You are only as happy as your unhappiest child." An attitude of empathy can even imply the coupling of brains through the activation of mirror neurons.

If empathy were Leo's charge, then the mission of love would be to live and let live, without challenging views or behaviors that are at variance with natural law and Church teaching and without criticizing wrongdoing.

Leo is unlikely to take this path. Not that he lacks empathy--quite the opposite, based on his work and preaching. But he is also a canon lawyer, with deep expertise in the laws of the Catholic Church, which teach that mercy is incoherent without being accompanied by the recognition of right and wrong. Human suffering is very often the fruit of our own mistakes, and not all viewpoints are consistent with Church teaching. In these cases, what is needed is not just mercy but honesty. A faithful medical missionary would not neglect to give corrective advice about physical well-being; the same goes for moral well-being, even when correction is unwelcome. Getting along is great, but going along is not so great. As the Church has made clear, "the salvation of souls" is "the supreme law in the Church," which is always "to be kept before one's eyes."

If you think this simply sounds like inflexible theology, consider that behavioral-science research has found little support for the hypothesis that empathy is the best way to help others. As I have written before, a truer, more effective expression of love is compassion. People tend to use the terms compassion and empathy interchangeably, but their meanings are very different. Compassion encompasses empathy but also requires understanding the source of another's pain rationally and possessing the courage and forthrightness to name it and suggest a remedy, even if doing so might be difficult or unpopular. To see the difference, think of being the parent of an angst-ridden, rebellious teenager. Empathy imposes no rules. But compassion says, "These are the rules that will keep you safe. I insist on them because I love you, even if you hate me for doing so right now."

Empathy is easier than compassion, but not better. In fact, research has found that it is far less beneficial to the helper. It might even cause harm to the sufferer, because it can prejudice us toward some people and against others. As the psychologist Paul Bloom, who has studied the topic exhaustively, puts it, "Empathy is biased and parochial; it focuses you on certain people at the expense of others; and it is innumerate, so it distorts our moral and policy decisions in ways that cause suffering instead of relieving it." Love-as-empathy can invite us to share the mission of love only with those who are like us and encourage us to treat others as outsiders. Think of the political "my-side bias" so many people have today, which makes them very forgiving of the errors of people on their own side of an issue but utterly condemnatory of people on the other side. This is not at all the message of Jesus, and it makes ideological polarization worse.

True compassion means speaking forthrightly about faith and morality. And that's where things get even harder: Imparting a difficult truth (as you understand it) to someone when you have no love for them is not hard; doing it with love is the challenge. You may have found, as I have, that when you are impelled to criticize someone for their conduct, whatever feelings of warmth you had toward them are diminished, perhaps as a way to maintain your resolve.

To criticize without love also tends to be counterproductive--for both parties. It usually increases unwanted attitudes and behaviors. Think how you are affected when someone with whom you disagree on an issue--say, the environment--contemptuously tells you how stupid your position is. You are very unlikely to think, Wow, they're right--I do want to spoil God's beautiful creation out of pure selfishness! On the contrary, it makes you double down on your own position, a phenomenon psychologists call the "boomerang effect."

Missionary work requires using your values as a gift, not as a weapon. That means presenting these values with love and rejecting the culture of contempt that rewards insults with clicks, likes, and eyeballs. And remember: People are extremely adept at reading your feelings, so if you are bringing moral correction but are inauthentic in your claim that you care about others, they will know it.

The key to threading the needle of correction while maintaining love is found in one of the most famous passages in the Gospel, Jesus's teaching in the Sermon on the Mount to "love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you." As a commentary on the problem of feeling that love, Martin Luther King Jr.--a man with plenty of experience in moral correction of others based in love--said this in a 1957 sermon: "If you hate your enemies, you have no way to redeem and to transform your enemies. But if you love your enemies, you will discover that at the very root of love is the power of redemption."

Once again, what's morally right turns out to be empirically correct: Praying for others increases your capacity to forgive them.

Randy Boyagoda: The fraught relationship between a pope and his home

Achieving that mission of love will also serve the second goal Leo named in his inaugural mass: to build "a united Church, a sign of unity and communion, which becomes a leaven for a reconciled world." To non-Catholics, that might sound like a bromide. I see it differently, as the pope's acknowledgment that the Church itself has tremendous division and strife to overcome--as we have seen in the past decade's bitter fracturing between its conservative and progressive wings.

If we can learn to love truly, which means to will the well-being of another, we can achieve unity. Some of my most treasured friendships are with people who disagree with me on politics, religion, and social issues but who care deeply about me as a person despite my possibly foolish beliefs. You can surely say the same for someone significant in your life.

And it all begins at home. My wife and I disagree on many things and even voted differently in the most recent presidential election. But our adoration of, and admiration for, each other; our shared love of our children and grandchildren; and our commitment to the Catholic Church make such differences shrink to insignificance. Love unites.

Judging by his first words as pope, Leo XIV might launch the love mission the Church needs. And a missionary Church of love could be just what the world needs.
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Striking Down Trump's Tariffs Isn't a Judicial Coup

Congress, not the executive branch, has the power to enact tariffs.

by Conor Friedersdorf




The debate over President Donald Trump's tariffs often focuses on whether they are prudent. Defenders insist that Trump's tariffs will help make America great again and boost national security. Critics counter that they'll wreck the economy. But the strongest argument against the tariffs is actually that they are unlawful. Neither the Constitution nor any statute authorizes Trump to impose what he ordered.

Now, months after sticklers for the rule of law began making that argument, it has finally been vindicated: Yesterday, the United States Court of International Trade, the federal court with jurisdiction over civil actions related to tariffs, struck down almost all of Trump's tariffs in a 49-page ruling. The decision includes a detailed discussion of the International Emergency Economic Powers Act, the 1977 law delegating increased power over trade to the president during national emergencies, which the White House had cited to support its moves. It concludes that the law does not authorize any of Trump's tariff orders.

Administration officials quickly challenged the ruling's legitimacy. "It is not for unelected judges to decide how to properly address a national emergency," White House spokesperson Kush Desai said in a statement. "The judicial coup is out of control," Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller posted on social media. But their objections are dubious, not because the judiciary never overreaches, but because at least three features of this dispute make the argument for judicial overreach here especially weak.

David Frum: The ultimate bait and switch of Trump's tariffs

First, the Constitution is clear: Article I delegates the tariff power to Congress, and Article II fails to vest that power in the presidency. So the Trump administration begins from a weak position. And the court's ruling did not arrogate the tariff power to the judiciary, which might have warranted describing it as "a judicial coup." It merely affirmed Congress's power over tariffs. Americans need not fear a judicial dictatorship here. Congress can do whatever it likes. Indeed, it could pass a law reinstating all of Trump's tariffs today without violating the court's ruling. But Congress is extremely unlikely to do so, in part because Trump's tariff policy clearly lacks public support; for example, a recent poll found that 63 percent of Americans disapprove of it.

Second, the plaintiffs in this particular lawsuit include the states of Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Illinois, Maine, Minnesota, Nevada, New Mexico, New York, and Vermont--all democratically accountable entities in a federal system where states are meant to act as a check on unlawful exercises of federal power. All of those states asked the court to rule in this manner to vindicate their rights under the law. As Oregon's attorney general put it, "We brought this case because the Constitution doesn't give any president unchecked authority to upend the economy." States controlled by both Republicans and Democrats routinely file lawsuits asking the judiciary to strike down purportedly unlawful actions by the president. There is bipartisan consensus that such judicial review is legitimate, not couplike, and such rulings have constrained presidents from both parties.

Roge Karma: The impossible plight of the pro-tariff liberals

Third, when Congress created the Court of International Trade and later defined its jurisdiction, its precise intent was to create an arm of the judiciary that would exercise authority over trade disputes. Congress made a deliberate choice to alter an earlier law vesting that power in the Treasury Department, under the executive branch, and deliberately vested it in a court instead. To quote from the 1980 law that defined its powers, "The Court of International Trade shall have exclusive jurisdiction of any civil action commenced against the United States, its agencies, or its officers, that arises out of any law of the United States providing for tariffs." Policing whether or not a tariff complies with the law and the Constitution is central, not peripheral, to the court's ambit.

If the Trump administration kept its criticism of the judiciary to edge cases, where there is real doubt about how the Constitution separates powers, it could plausibly claim to be engaged in the sort of dispute that is inevitable when branches of the federal government are checking one another as intended. That it seeks to delegitimize even this ruling suggests contempt for any check on the power of the presidency, not principled opposition to judicial overreach.

The Constitution explicitly vests the tariff power in Congress, and wisely so: Empowering one person to impose taxes and pick economic winners and losers tends toward corruption and dictatorship. Going forward, Congress should set tariff policy itself, and impeach any president who tries to usurp its authority.
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The Conversations Trump's Doctors Should Be Having With Him

An elderly president's physicians should press him to think through hard questions about his health.

by Louise Aronson




In contrast to his aging predecessor, President Trump appears robust and energetic. Yet, like Joe Biden, Donald Trump is an elderly man, and he will become the oldest sitting president in U.S. history by the end of his second term. In light of recent revelations about Biden's declining health, as a doctor and an expert in aging, I have been thinking about the responsibilities of Trump's doctors to him and to the American public. If the way we care for elderly people is distinct because their bodies and risks are distinct, perhaps the care of an elderly president should be, too.



Presidents are getting older--which is to be expected, given the doubling of the average human lifespan across the 20th century. As we age, the likelihood of disease goes up significantly each decade (which makes sense because human mortality is holding steady at 100 percent). An elevated risk of disease shouldn't exclude a person from any job--even one as important as the U.S. presidency--but in elderhood, certain diseases become more prevalent, such as heart disease and cancer, the leading causes of death for adults. After age 70, a person is also at increased risk for one or more health conditions in a category unique to old age, the so-called geriatric syndromes, which include cognitive impairment, functional decline, falls, and frailty.



On the surface, Trump seems stronger and less vulnerable than Biden did. Yet looks do not necessarily reflect risk for illness and disability. A hallmark of advanced age is its variability: One person may be physically powerful but have dementia; another might have hearing loss but no cognitive changes; a third could have heart disease, diabetes, high blood pressure, and high cholesterol--physiologic time bombs that increase a person's risk of major events such as heart attacks, strokes, and death.



And Donald Trump has lived in a way that raises his risk for heart and other serious diseases as he ages. For years, he has been overweight or obese, as measured by his BMI--which doesn't distinguish between lean, muscular weight, and fat, meaning he is likely even less healthy than his abnormal BMI suggests. His gait, though better than Biden's, demonstrates the same weakness of many lower extremity muscle groups, and his history of eschewing formal, particularly muscle-building, exercise means that his risk for falls and frailty is increasing more quickly than they would with resistance and balance training--recent signs that he might be adopting healthier habits notwithstanding. Equally important, fat on a body indicates fat in and around the body's critical organs and blood vessels, including the brain and heart.



To truly understand our current president's health, as a doctor I would want to know and follow not just his BMI but also his percentages of fat and muscle, and to track his strength, hand grip, and walking speed. His doctors should be discussing those predictive measures with him, as well as the negative effects his lifestyle might have on his heart health and cancer risk.



That would be true for any older patient, but the president's crucial role may well change which additional tests his doctors should consider. For example, routine screening for prostate cancer--which Biden reportedly did not undergo--is not recommended for men over age 70 because most, even if they develop prostate cancer, will die of something else. But these tests might make sense for a president over age 70 because the risks of a serious form of the cancer would affect not just the man but the country and the wider world. Other tests that fall into this category might include functional heart and brain scans, additional cancer screenings beyond usual age cutoffs, and certain biomarkers.



More aggressive screening would still have trade-offs for both the president and the nation. It could subject the president to unnecessary procedures and psychological stress. Opponents might use even a clinically insignificant diagnosis to their advantage. But more aggressive screening might also enable earlier diagnosis or, if a potentially disabling or lethal condition is found, succession planning.



Because the risk of adverse health events increases throughout the last third of life, we geriatricians recommend discussing what's known as "goals of care" with each patient--to get a sense of their values and their fears. We ask about what matters most to them in their life, which situations seem worth some suffering and which do not, and how they have handled and experienced past health events. Programs proven to help people clarify their priorities and plan ahead can help patients, families, and doctors choose a course most consistent with their values and goals.



For a president, such conversations are even more essential. First, they could help the president, as an individual, think through how to separate political pressures from personal needs and family responsibilities. Second, having a plan that protects the country should be a core responsibility for anyone in high office, and an elderly president in particular should think ahead of time about how to best serve the United States in the event of a majorly debilitating health event or general decline.



Goals-of-care conversations are difficult for some people--and some doctors. If Trump's doctors are not skilled at this sort of conversation, they should engage a consultant who is able to push him to reflect on how his answers to these questions would affect his ability to do his job, or the functioning of the country. Just as it's the president's responsibility to answer these difficult questions, so too is it his doctors' responsibility to pose them.
 
 When asked to comment, the White House did not address questions about Trump's risk, mitigation strategies, or contingency planning, but Liz Huston, a spokesperson, said over email that Trump "receives the highest-quality medical care" from his doctors and "is in great health as evidenced by the results of his comprehensive annual physical exam." (Huston also said the White House was not going to accept the unsolicited advice of "an activist Democrat doctor," referencing a 2023 article on aging politicians in which I wrote, based on what reporters had told me, that journalists decades younger than Nancy Pelosi had trouble keeping up with her.)



Trump's physicians face another challenge that most clinicians do not: Which information about their patient's health should they share with the public? In both Trump terms, many physicians have struggled to believe the information provided by the president's medical team and have suspected that his risks are being substantially downplayed. And now we know the problem exists in both major political parties. Biden's team seemingly withheld information that would have made clear that he did not have the physical or cognitive ability to govern for a second term. Surely, with such high stakes, the president's health is an exception to the usual rules of patient privacy. When a person signs up for "public office," by definition they forfeit some of the privacy protections the rest of us are entitled to by law. Their health and ability to do their job affect hundreds of millions of lives.



The U.S. could consider imposing a maximum age limit on the presidency. But that one-size-fits-all approach risks eliminating potentially fit and favored candidates. In its absence, the person leading the country should receive station-specific, evidence-based, and person-centered care--that attends to their role, medical conditions, functional abilities, and preferences. And the American public deserves transparency about the president's health.
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Diddy's Defenders

Was #MeToo a movement or a moment?

by Xochitl Gonzalez




America is riveted by the Diddy trial for many reasons: celebrity, kink, drugs, violence, guns, baby oil. You can almost hear Ryan Murphy calling FX now to pitch American Crime Story: Diddy Do It? Influencers are staking out the courthouse, live-updating X with witnesses' testimony, and providing TikTok updates that one creator calls "Diddy-lations." And people are eating it up.

Diddy--whose legal name is Sean Combs--has pleaded not guilty to the charges he faces of racketeering conspiracy and sex trafficking. Many Americans have taken to the comment sections to offer their full-throated belief in his innocence. Despite the video evidence of domestic violence, the photos of Combs's guns with serial numbers removed, and the multiple witnesses testifying that Combs threatened to kill them, this group insists that Diddy's biggest sin is nothing more than being a hypermasculine celebrity with "libertine" sexual tastes.

The trial is estimated to take eight to 10 weeks; we've made it through just two. No one can predict the outcome. But why do so many men--and a surprising number of women--feel the need to defend this man? The jury has already watched the now-infamous surveillance footage of Combs dragging Cassie Ventura, the prosecution's star witness, by the collar of her sweatshirt through a hotel--and that's not even one of the things he's on trial for.

I can't look away from the Diddy trial, because it feels like the trial not of one man, but of something much larger. The jury--made up of eight men and four women--will decide whether to convict Combs, but the broader culture, in its response to this trial, is deciding whether #MeToo was a movement or a moment.

Sophie Gilbert: The movement of #MeToo

At the center of the trial is the question of coercion. Did Ventura participate in hundreds of drug-fueled sexual encounters with strangers for Combs, who liked to watch, because she enjoyed them? Or did Combs use his power over her to force her? When they met, she was 19, an eager and ambitious singer. He was 17 years older, and arguably the most powerful man in the music industry. His label, Bad Boy, signed her to a highly unusual, long-term 10-album deal. He was her boss and, soon, her boyfriend. The evidence presented by both sides serves as a Rorschach test. How you see it says a lot about how the #MeToo movement did--or did not--alter your vision.

The facts seem clear. Ventura was a legal adult, but barely, when her career was effectively handed over to Combs in 2006. Today, musical artists such as Chappell Roan and Sabrina Carpenter invent their own persona. But in the mid-2000s, many artists were strictly controlled by their labels. Particularly when the artists were women. The people paying the bills didn't just dictate what these women sounded like--they dictated their hair color, their weight. You have to watch only one episode of Combs's MTV show Making the Band to get a taste of the climate he created. He made artists compete in singing battles to earn a bed to sleep in and ordered them to walk miles from Manhattan to Brooklyn to get him a specific slice of cheesecake. Behind the scenes, things were worse. One singer said Diddy controlled every aspect of her appearance "down to my toenails."

Sure, maybe Ventura loved him. But sometimes hostages fall in love with their captors. Even the ones who beat them. Sure, women have an array of sexual tastes, just like men. But it's hard to imagine a woman enjoying having intercourse while, as Ventura said in her testimony, suffering from a painful urinary tract infection. It's hard to imagine feeling aroused after your partner threw a glass bottle at you, as a male sex worker said he witnessed Combs do to Ventura. And when people are having a consensual good time, they don't usually try to sneak out of the room, barefoot--as Ventura was seen doing in the hotel surveillance footage--only for their partner to catch them, grab them by the back of the neck, throw them to the ground, and kick them. Repeatedly. Ventura said that the sex acts made her feel "worthless." But, as the video showed, attempting to extract herself came with a price.

It's been almost eight years since the Harvey Weinstein story broke and the #MeToo movement forced a reassessment of abuse and power. In the future, I remember thinking, we will not just speak out against bad actors; we will refuse to participate in the systems that protected them. Going forward, everyone would understand that, in a world of power imbalances, the difference between what a woman chooses and what happens to her can be very big indeed.

Danielle Bernstein: #MeToo has changed the world--except in court

Instead, something else happened over the subsequent years. American women have seen our rights eroded and our access to lifesaving health care curbed. An accused sexual abuser is president of the United States, and his administration is hard at work on schemes to persuade more women to stay home and have kids. Many men have fought hard to undermine the progress of the #MeToo movement. Like Combs running after Ventura in that video, they have tried to drag women back into the past, where they could do as they liked.

And lately, they have been having a lot of success.
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Bring Back Communal Kid Discipline

Many American adults hesitate to correct strangers' children in public. I wish it weren't so.

by Stephanie H. Murray




On a trip to Prague a couple of years ago, my family piled into a rapidly filling metro car, and I wound up sitting next to my 6-year-old daughter, while her 4-year-old sister sat directly across from us, on her own. At one point, my youngest pulled a knee up to her chest and rested her foot on the seat. Almost immediately, a woman sitting next to her, who looked to be about 70, reached out and gently touched my daughter's foot, signaling her to put it down. My daughter was surprised, maybe a little embarrassed. But she understood and quickly obeyed.

For a split second, I wondered if I ought to feel chastised: Perhaps the woman was judging me for having failed at some basic parental duty. But something about the matter-of-fact, almost automatic way the woman had intervened reassured me that she wasn't thinking much about me at all. She was just going through the motions of an ordinary day on the train, in which reminding a child not to put her foot on the seat was a perfectly natural gesture.

Ultimately, I was grateful for the woman's tap on my daughter's foot. But the exchange also felt foreign. In my experience, that sort of instruction, from a random adult to a stranger's child, isn't much of a thing in America (or, for what it's worth, in the United Kingdom, where I currently live). Many people don't seem to think they have the authority to instruct, let alone touch, a kid who isn't theirs. They tend to leave it to the parent to manage a child's behavior--or they may silently fume when the parent doesn't step up.

To informally test that assumption, I created a short online survey and ended up interacting with a dozen people from around the United States. Some were parents; some were not. Every single one said that outside certain situations--where they were familiar with a kid's parents, or where a child's safety was in question--they would hesitate before telling someone else's kid what to do, for fear of upsetting the parent. Marty Sullivan, a technology consultant based in Tennessee, gave a representative answer: "Generally I'd prefer to avoid risking escalation."

These responses struck me as a bit of a shame, because the exchange between my daughter and the woman in Prague seemed to reflect something altogether good. And I know I can't be alone in that thought: Both historical precedent and cultural norms in other parts of the world reinforce the idea that a stranger's meddling in the disciplining of children can have significant merits.

The highly individualistic approach to managing kids' behavior in public is particularly American--and a historical anomaly. David Lancy, an anthropologist and a professor emeritus at Utah State University, wrote to me that for the majority of human existence, it was unquestionable that "'the whole village' participates" in child-rearing. "Siblings, peers, aunts, grandmas," he told me, "all have distinct roles, including 'correcting.'"

When I asked Steven Mintz, a historian of families and childhood at the University of Texas at Austin, whether child-rearing in the United States, specifically, had ever involved a more collective approach, he seemed almost tickled: "Did it ever!" he wrote back. He recalled that during his own childhood, in the 1950s, he was "constantly corrected" by people other than his parents for his poor posture, hygiene, grooming, and language. Child-rearing into the first half of the 20th century was, he noted, "far more of a communal and public endeavor"--an approach that entailed a fair amount of what would, by contemporary standards, probably be considered intrusion. "Neighbors, teachers, shopkeepers, and even strangers on the street," Mintz wrote, "felt empowered, and often morally obligated, to correct a child's misbehavior, scold a lack of manners, break up a fight, or escort a wandering child back home."

Today, this sort of "village style" oversight remains a norm in some pockets of the United States. Michelle Peters, a project manager in El Paso, Texas, whose family has roots in Mexico, told me that she has seen communities in both the U.S. and Mexico take a more collective approach to child-rearing. "It is more common and more acceptable for adults to correct children who are not their own," she said, and people feel "a greater sense of social intimacy and immediacy," which extends to caregiving in public settings. Yet in much of the United States, Mintz told me, the collective has given way to a "privatized and protected model of parenting."

Read: The isolation of intensive parenting

As in other aspects of parenthood, that closed-off approach gives parents more control but also puts them under more pressure. If you're the sole arbiter of your child's public behavior, you have to keep a pretty close eye on your kid at all times. That sense of responsibility can also produce anxiety: Rather than just parenting as I see fit, I often find myself guessing--and second-guessing--whether my kids are bothering people or violating some unspoken rule. (Is my daughter standing way too close to that guy? Does that shopkeeper mind that my kid is flipping through their magazines?) Amy Banta, a mom of three in Salt Lake City, told me that this is one reason she really appreciates it when other people step in to correct her kids. "I cannot anticipate your every boundary that my child might possibly cross," she said. "You're gonna have to help me out."

If the goal is to steadily acquaint children with the conventions of polite society, it isn't clear that filtering all guidance through parents is the most effective approach. For one thing, kids are smart. A child who knows that his parent or other caregiver is the only one who will ever correct him might reasonably conclude that he can get up to no good whenever that adult turns away. What's more, I have found that a stranger's gentle intervention--as opposed to my nagging--can be a more effective means of conveying to my kids that the people around them are real people, with their own needs, whose space and comfort one ought to respect. Another adult's nudging can function as a kind of "social proof," as Banta put it--a reinforcement of the lessons a parent is trying to impart.

Read: A grand experiment in parenthood and friendship

Banta told me about a time when she took her then-5-year-old to a community-theater performance and he struggled to sit still. "I kept telling him that he couldn't wiggle in his seat, because he was shaking the whole row," Banta recalled, but "he didn't want to listen to me, because he was having so much fun bouncing." At intermission, another woman in the row asked Banta's son to stop shaking the seats so much. "I looked at my son and said, 'See? It's not just me,'" Banta told me. He was far more mindful of his movements during the second act, periodically checking to see if he was bothering the woman down the row--who gave him a big thumbs-up after the show ended.

The collective approach to correcting kids' behavior can have its drawbacks, of course. Plenty of people have truly unreasonable expectations about the way kids should act in public. Miranda Rake, a writer and mother of two in Oregon, told me that she thinks tolerance for ordinary kid behavior in much of America is too low. Even in Portland, which she considers quite laid back, she "gets the stink eye" in many places and feels like she's "on eggshells in a lot of coffee shops and certainly restaurants," she said. "There just isn't a culture of community around kids here." In her view, that complicates the question of whether interventions from nonparents would make the environment more or less family friendly.

Rake's concern is not entirely unfounded. In the United States, collective supervision of children has typically coincided with community norms that "could be rigid or exclusionary," Mintz told me, "and the authority of adults could at times be authoritarian or abusive." Meanwhile, in many modern societies outside America, tolerance for childlike unruliness is part and parcel of the more communal approach to raising kids. (That was also the norm for most of our evolutionary past, Sarah B. Hrdy, an anthropologist who has extensively studied child-rearing dynamics in traditional hunter-gatherer societies, told me. Where instruction does occur in such cultures, it tends to involve subtle, often nonverbal guidance--of the sort I encountered in Prague--rather than scolding or censure.)

Read: Is it wrong to tell kids to apologize?

The challenge of balancing tolerance and discipline aside, both Hrdy and Mintz observed that in many ways, American society is simply not set up for a thriving culture of community oversight. Where such a culture once existed, it was propped up by various forms of social infrastructure--the kind that has been steadily hollowed out over the past several decades, Mintz told me. American neighborhoods used to be more tightly knit. A lower proportion of mothers were employed outside the home, which meant that neighborhoods were filled with adults during the day who could keep an eye on one another's children. A strongly ingrained cultural respect for adult authority meant that "few questioned a neighbor's right to reprimand a child for rudeness or risk-taking behavior," Mintz said, and the potential personal risks (legal or otherwise) of disciplining a child not your own were fewer: "Adults could discipline, correct, or even physically intervene without fear of being sued, shamed, or filmed."

In an era when fewer people know or interact with their neighbors, and social trust has waned, the thought of reviving collective child-rearing norms may seem a little far-fetched. And yet, the Americans I spoke with seemed, on the whole, largely open to being a bit more direct with other people's kids--if only they could have assurance that such involvement would be welcome. I'll come out and say it: I would certainly welcome it.
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The Perilous Spread of the Wellness Craze

A new book reveals how health-care inequality fueled the spread of anti-science conspiracy theories.

by Sheila McClear




For many Americans, health care is something to be dreaded and deferred--a source of pain, wasted time, or financial hardship. For luckier Americans, it could mean curling up on an exam table in a med spa and receiving a "gravity" colonic. Amy Larocca's new book about the wellness industry, How to Be Well: Navigating Our Self-Care Epidemic, One Dubious Cure at a Time, opens with the author undergoing exactly this procedure, against doctor's orders. The water forced into her colon will, she writes, discharge toxins, and the result will "change my life, provide perspective and purpose and a near-ecstatic lightness of being."

Larocca, a reporter who spent two decades covering fashion for New York magazine, is being somewhat facetious. But only somewhat. She can't deny being a willing participant as well as a skeptic, and she's far from the only woman who has chased the idea of being not just healthy but well--a state she describes as the new "feminine ideal." Wellness is a $6.3 trillion industry, according to a 2024 report from the Global Wellness Institute, an industry trade group. That's bigger than the GDP of Germany, and nearly four times the size of the global pharmaceutical industry. The real growth has been within the past 10 years--the GWI's report calls it the "wellness decade." And women represent most of its consumers.

In a nation known for its relatively poor health, nearly everybody seems to be thinking about how to be healthy: According to a 2024 report from McKinsey, 82 percent of U.S. consumers consider wellness to be a "top or important priority in their everyday lives," and 58 percent said they were prioritizing wellness more than they had the previous year.

Another year on, even more has changed. With Donald Trump's appointment of Robert F. Kennedy Jr. as the secretary of Health and Human Services, the ethos of wellness has been incorporated into the "Make America healthy again" movement, a cause marked by extreme skepticism about conventional medicine (including vaccines) and extreme openness to purported alternative cures. MAHA reached a new apotheosis this month with Trump's nomination of the wellness influencer Casey Means for surgeon general. Means graduated from medical school but does not have an active medical license, having dropped out of her surgical residency because she "saw how broken and exploitative the healthcare system is," as she wrote on her website. Although she's expressed skepticism about the national vaccine schedule for children, some MAHA adherents are worried that she's not anti-vax enough. If confirmed, she will join Mehmet Oz within the broader ranks of HHS; before being tapped to lead the Medicare and Medicaid programs, he was a celebrity physician and daytime TV host with a history of espousing unreliable medical advice. Mainstream medicine may have good reason to frown on these government officials, but their rise to power is explicable: Americans are exhausted from navigating a health-care system so costly and inconvenient that it has sent many of them scrambling for alternatives.

Read: The wellness women are on the march

MAHA is such a young movement that Larocca's book couldn't be expected to account for it. But the author deftly transcribes the writing on the wall. Wellness culture spread "like a rash," she writes, showing up in the places you might expect--The White Lotus, the influencers selling detoxes to Los Angeles wildfire victims--and the places you wouldn't. The Financial Times, for example, recently published an article on the scientifically challenged practice of somatic "tapping," under a vertical titled "Adventures in Woo-Woo." Art in America's recent "Spring Wellness Issue" features a story about Marina Abramovic's rebirth as an alternative healer. (The 78-year-old artist hawks "longevity drops" for roughly $130.) And good luck attending a wedding free of woo-woo this summer: An event planner told The New York Times last month that about 75 percent of the weddings she organizes contain a "wellness element"--sound baths, beach yoga, or "spiritual-growth sessions," for example. The well women overtook the fashion world long ago: While researching this article, I received an invitation from the designer Maria Cornejo for a gathering at her downtown boutique. She was promoting not her latest collection but a new book on longevity. "Ayurvedic mocktails" were promised.

How to Be Well sets out to capture the depth and breadth of the wellness invasion--its fads, its legitimate practices, and its so-called cures. Larocca details the impressive variety of forms wellness can take: ingesting supposedly magical super-ingredients (ashwagandha, matcha, hyperlocal honey), chasing spiritual highs from fitness classes (SoulCycle, Peloton), or attending a $1,000 wellness-focused "traveling road show" from Goop, Gwyneth Paltrow's health company, valued several years ago at $250 million.

There is something old and something new in this welter of products and practices. Even as the movement repackages traditional practices from China and India, it also promises better health through data collection, biohacking, and at its most extreme end, the Silicon Valley cult of longevity advanced by Peter Thiel and others. Larocca homes in on the often-caricatured type of the Lululemon-wearing, Pilates-toned girlie--"hopped up on her plant-based diet and elaborate adaptogen regimen"--whom she got to know well during her years writing about the fashion world. But she also devotes space to its advocates on the far right, including the conspiracist news site Infowars, which shills some supplements containing the same on-trend ingredient--ashwagandha root--that features in products sold by many mainstream wellness companies, including the Los Angeles hippie-chic brand Moon Juice.

The nomination of Means represents a merger between these anti-establishment forces on the left and the right. MAHA is generally associated with its own version of health and wellness--downvoting vaccines, seed oils, and hormonal birth control while promoting ideas ranging from the basic or commonsense (wholesome school lunches and preventive medicine, good; pesticides and microplastics, bad) to the dubious or risky (raw-dairy consumption, skipping shots, eschewing fluoride). Under Trump, MAHA's big tent draws in snake-oil salespeople alongside skeptics, paranoiacs, and ideologues. Uniting them is a deep disdain for the health-care industry. After critics pointed out that Means never finished her medical residency, Kennedy replied on X, "Casey is the perfect choice for Surgeon General precisely because she left the traditional medical system--not in spite of it." Larocca asks: "Is wellness just consumerism, or is it a new politics, a new religion?" Perhaps it is all three.

If MAHA is a religion, it represents a kind of prosperity gospel in a country where access to health care is often determined by wealth. "Good health in America has been elevated as a luxury commodity as opposed to a fundamental right," Larocca writes. The average American, she notes, spends just 19 minutes a year talking with a primary-care physician. Meanwhile, the average member of Parsley Health--a "direct primary care" health-and-wellness clinic whose standard membership costs $225 a month without insurance--spends at least 200 minutes a year being listened to. In short: To get that kind of attention from a doctor, you'll have to pay dearly for it.

Read: America can't break its wellness habit

Nearly a third of Americans don't have adequate access to primary-care services, including regular checkups, a 2023 PBS News report found. And 40 percent of adults reported that they were delaying or forgoing doctor visits because of high costs. More than a third of all U.S. counties are "maternity care deserts," lacking a single obstetrician or birthing facility. The country spends more than twice as much money on health care as other high-income nations, with worse outcomes: 40 percent of Americans are obese, and six in 10 adults have a chronic illness.

For both the affluent and the aspirational customer, wellness seems to hold the promise of bridging a gap in medical care. The cost of wellness products and services has a very high ceiling, but the barrier to entry is low--almost anyone can purchase a $38 jar of adaptogenic "dust" that claims to improve your mood, and that option is much easier than bushwhacking your way toward finding a therapist who takes insurance. But most alternative cures are no more affordable than conventional medicine. Neither are members-only urgent-care practices that come with wellness bells and whistles. Sollis Health, for example, promises an average wait time of three and a half minutes or less--if you can pay its annual fee of at least $4,000.

The wellness industry and the MAHA movement may draw from different political cultures, but they both operate from a place of fear: We can't control skyrocketing infections or health costs, but we can try to manage--or at least tinker with--how we feel inside our bodies. At the height of the coronavirus pandemic, "taking care of yourself was going to be the only way to get through our terrifying new world," Larocca writes.

Particularly attracted to wellness's promises are women and people with chronic illnesses (also often women), Larocca writes, in part because the concerns of both groups have historically been played down by doctors. I find much truth in this argument, as many of my own forays into wellness have followed unsuccessful attempts to treat various ailments through the modern medical system. After years of visits with doctors to manage my migraines (none would prescribe one of the many available migraine medications; one suggested that I visit the ER if things "got really bad"), I found the solution in acupuncture and an individualized prescription for herbs. This successfully treated both the headaches and the joint pain roundly waved off by my rheumatologist. But the cure was costly: The herbs set me back $200 a month, the acupuncture $175 an hour--and you can imagine how much of this was covered by insurance.

Larocca does a good job of both explaining the wellness industry and ferreting out its scammier corners--the way that, for example, a variety of cleanses, clean-eating programs, and fasts are almost indecipherable from disordered eating. But she doesn't quite answer the bigger question: What are we owed in terms of our health? How much of it is our responsibility, as consumers, and how much can be laid at the feet of a government that has failed to create wide-scale solutions?

Read: How did healing ourselves get so exhausting?

That depends on whom you ask. The wellness industry views health as an individual pursuit, one that requires us to be model consumers and do the work necessary to recognize which goods and services to pay for. MAHA, meanwhile, seems to want to use the top-down power of legislation to mandate nutrition-labeling reform, limit the use of pesticides in our food system, create stricter rules for vaccine development, and call for the removal of toxins (however the government defines them) from the environment. (So far in his tenure, RFK Jr. has focused on redundancies at HHS, slashing thousands of jobs.)

But other messaging suggests that MAHA prefers to shift the burden onto the individual, too. "Once Americans are getting good science and allowed to make their own choices, they're going to get a lot healthier," RFK Jr. said in a November interview with NBC. So maybe we're on our own, either way, when it comes to curing what ails us.

Finally, you might be wondering: Does any of the stuff detailed in the book actually work? In her conclusion, Larocca, who has subjected herself to more wellness treatments than can be listed here, points to the solutions we already know: hydrate, sleep, exercise, eat plants instead of processed foods, seek out "the best medical care you can manage." (Hah.) She doesn't recommend a single product, practice, or service, although she does name one tip that helped her. Spoiler alert: It's a simple breathing exercise. And it's free.
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Why Pilots Don't Get Therapy

A detailed system meant to keep pilots from flying when they need mental-health care may be leading them to avoid the help they need.

by Jocelyn Frank




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

An average person struggling with anxiety or depression might try behavioral therapy or medication, and then ideally get back to a stable, healthy life. But commercial pilots face a different calculation. When pilots seek out mental-health care, they risk disrupting their livelihoods, derailing their careers and sometimes their permission to fly.

Last year, the FAA convened a panel of experts to develop recommendations aimed at improving their system of medical reviews, intended to keep pilots who are suffering from severe mental distress out of the cockpit.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, The Atlantic's Jocelyn Frank reports on the detailed system that may be unintentionally leading pilots to avoid the care that they need, and increasing the risk to passenger safety.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin:  Plane crashes and aviation accidents happen for all kinds of reasons. The collision between the helicopter and the American Airlines flight near the D.C. airport, the Alaska Airlines flight where the door panel flew off shortly after takeoff--these terrifying incidents that make the news, they stick in our minds.

[Music]

Rosin:  But there's another, less-visible safety issue that doesn't really make the news. Pilots themselves have been raising the alarm about a different kind of risk to passenger safety and a risk to their own well-being. It involves a rule that's designed to protect passengers, but it might instead be making flying more dangerous.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Today our producer, Jocelyn Frank, is with us, with the story. Hi, Jocelyn.

Jocelyn Frank: Hi, Hanna. Thanks for having me.

Rosin: Sure. So you've been talking to pilots, and what have they been telling you?

Frank: Yeah, I recently interviewed quite a number of pilots, and one of them has really got me thinking differently about flight safety. His name is Chris Finlayson. He's been a pilot for 13 years. He's married and has two young daughters. And he's a first officer with one of the major airlines in the U.S. It's a job that comes with a lot of responsibility, a few flights every day. He's probably responsible for a few hundred people every time he shows up for work.

So when he got COVID, he had no hesitation about being grounded. He immediately stopped flying.

Chris Finlayson:  I got a really bad bout of long COVID: memory loss, brain fog, fatigue. That really tanked my serotonin. That all of a sudden triggered every anxiety I possibly had. December 19, 2021, was my last flight.


Frank: Even after most of his COVID symptoms subsided, his anxiety just kept going, and then he got anxiety about his anxiety.

Finlayson: And I remember sitting in my bed after a panic attack and just thinking I can't do this. And I remember going into the doctor's office in February of 2022 thinking that, frankly, I was throwing my career away.


Frank: For most people in a similar situation, having stress, anxiety, even panic attacks--it would lead them to try some behavioral therapy or medication, and then ideally, you just get back to a stable, typical, healthy life. But Chris Finlayson is a pilot, and for pilots there is a different calculation.

When pilots do seek out mental-health care, they risk derailing their careers, disrupting their livelihoods and, ultimately, sometimes their permission to fly. And if they don't seek help, they could be putting their lives and the lives of hundreds of passengers at risk.

[Music]

David Kerley (ABC journalist): These haunting images are the first we've seen up close of the twisted metal and shattered debris--all that is left of Germanwings Flight 9525.


Frank: In 2015, there was a terrible crash--an airline called Germanwings--and it turned out that the co-pilot intentionally crashed the plane.

Kerley: The plane mysteriously crashed into the rugged French Alps, killing all 150 souls on board.


Frank: Even though it wasn't a U.S. airline, basically since then, the FAA has been trying to tighten their approach to mental health. They want to reduce any risk to passenger safety that is linked to any kind of serious mental-health challenge.

Thomas Jetzer: I think you have to understand that the FAA, from their perspective, is interested in helping people fly as long as they're safe for themselves and the public, and they intend us to get as many people flying as they can, safely.


Frank: Thomas Jetzer works as a medical consultant for the FAA. He's a certified AME, which stands for "aviation medical examiner." He's one of hundreds of special doctors across the United States who meet with pilots on a yearly or on a six-month basis to review their medical records and decide if they're fit to fly, and he thinks it's a pretty good system.

Jetzer: Some of these pilots I've seen for 35, 40 years. And--
 Frank: Every six months for that long?
 Jetzer: Right, and it's kind of like a barbershop. You really get their full records to make sure that things are appropriately reported and assessed and documented for the FAA.  If you have a problem, they want to make sure that you're well-enough managed that you're not going to be a safety risk to yourself or the public.


Frank: Talking to Dr. Jetzer, I was trying to learn how the FAA system compares to others, because a pilot reporting a mental-health concern--even to a doctor they've known for 35 years--could halt their career. And Dr. Jetzer pointed out that the kind of scrutiny that he's responsible for, it's actually not even unique to pilots.

It's similar to other high-responsibility fields, like FBI agents, people who work within the nuclear industry, and even a part of his own field: medicine.

Jetzer: For doctors, I mean, there's a questionnaire you fill out, you know, every year when you reapply for your medical license that you have to determine whether you have any medical conditions.
 Frank: But if I was a doctor and I went on antidepressants, I wouldn't need to report that I'm on antidepressants unless it was impacting my work, right?
 Jetzer: Well, you're right. There's not as close an observation and review of doctors every, you know, six months or a year. There is for nuclear operators. You don't have it for police or firefighters.


[Music]

Rosin: Okay. So, Jocelyn, surgeons, police officers, firefighters--all these are also people responsible for the safety and well-being of hundreds of people. But they could each, theoretically, visit a therapist and keep it to themselves?

Frank: They could each, theoretically, visit a psychiatrist. They could be prescribed antianxiety medication and just kind of keep on with their jobs without having to report anything to a special doctor or to their boss, or to take time off. And this added layer of scrutiny for pilots--I mean, they are responsible for hundreds of people at a time, so the FAA wants to be as sure as they can that anyone who's in the cockpit is in a really healthy state of mind.

Rosin: Which totally makes sense that they want that. Like, you should be in a healthy state of mind if you are flying a plane. I guess my question is: Is this invasive amount of scrutiny from your employer or your boss encouraging a healthy state of mind? Or is it encouraging you to pretend that you have a healthy state of mind?

Frank: Yeah, it's a really good question, a really serious question. And I looked into the FAA safety systems in more detail, and it turns out that the processes that they have in place have led to some really terrible unintended consequences.

Rosin: Like what?

Frank: In the fall of 2021, an aviation student attending the University of North Dakota, he took his life in a university aircraft.

Reporter: 19-year-old John Hauser, a commercial-aviation student from Chicago, died near Buxton. The National Transportation Safety Board says there were no mechanical problems with the aircraft.


Frank: It was later discovered that he actually wrote a note revealing that he'd been struggling emotionally but he felt like he couldn't do anything about it because he feared losing his medical certificate. His mom actually read some of that letter out loud during a National Transportation Safety Board summit.

Anne Suh: In a letter describing the turmoil that John was silently facing, he wrote, "I want to seek help more than anything. I really do. I wanna get better. I just know if I try, I'll have to give up on aviation, and frankly, I'd rather not be here than to do that."


Frank: Even though this was an awful tragedy, it thankfully didn't involve any passengers. But then there was another event.

Journalist: Just in to CNN: We are learning that an Alaska Airlines flight was diverted because someone in the cockpit, apparently, tried to shut down the engine mid-flight.


Frank: In the autumn of 2023, an off-duty Alaska Airlines pilot was catching a ride on Horizon Air. It's a travel trick that's pretty common among pilots called "jump seating." And this pilot--his name is Joseph Emerson--during that flight, he's accused of trying to activate a fire-suppression system that would've cut off fuel to the plane's engines in mid-flight.

Pilot: We've got the guy who tried to shut the engine down out of the cockpit.


Frank: Emerson was, luckily, not successful. He was escorted to the back of the plane, handcuffed to a seat.

Pilot: I think he's subdued. Other than that, yeah, we want law enforcement as soon as we get on the ground and parked.


Frank: The plane was rerouted to make an emergency landing.

Emerson later told reporters that he had been suffering from depression. And he pleaded not guilty to the charges that were brought against him. He wasn't piloting that day, but he did have access to the cockpit, and that means that his position, technically, as a pilot, put the safety of the plane and its passengers at risk.

So these are two pretty high-profile examples where people's lives were at stake, and in both cases, the pilots were not getting the care that they needed.

Rosin: Those are two scary, terrible situations. Do we have any idea if they are outliers? Like, how many pilots are not getting care when they need it?

Frank: I talked with William Hoffman. He's a neurologist and an aviation medical researcher, and he and his team have been trying to figure out how the FAA's protocols impact the decisions pilots are making about their health.

In 2019, Hoffman and his team launched a survey of over 3,500 pilots across North America, and he found that 56 percent of pilots reported a history of health-care avoidance due to fear of losing their flying status.

Rosin: So that's over half the pilots avoiding care, which is a lot. That suggests there is a huge resistance to getting care, which means that Finlayson, who's the guy we were talking about, he's unusual for going through the whole process and seeking care.

Frank: Well, at first, Finlayson thought he might not have to go through the full process. The way the FAA's system works is, basically: If you go on medication, and then you get off of it for 60 days, and your treating psychiatrist says, You're good, the FAA can consider this as all just a little health blip. You're grounded--you're not flying--for that period of time, no regular paycheck. But after, you can potentially get fairly smoothly back into your job. So Finlayson was hoping for that when he went to see a nurse practitioner, and he started taking a low-dose SSRI for his anxiety.

Finlayson: 10 milligrams--did that for about six months, tried to go off it. And, unfortunately, that didn't work.


Frank: He knew he couldn't stay off the medication and feel well enough to fly. If he stayed on medication, he'd have to pursue the longer path for his medical certificate. It's called "requesting a special issuance," so even with that request, there's no guarantee the FAA would decide he could ever fly again. And he felt totally stuck.

Finlayson: And that's when my psychiatrist was like, Look--like, I get all this stuff, but we should really escalate you up to 20 [milligrams] just to see what happens, because there's nothing to lose at this point. That's when I really gave up. Like, Okay, I guess I'm just going to be on this drug, no matter what. So I am going to, no matter what, need the special issuance.


[Music] 

Frank: And once Finlayson sort of let go of the possibility of the fastest path back to his job--the fast path to that medical certificate--his health improved.

Finlayson: When I started that higher dosage of my SSRI, after about six weeks on that, I was like, Oh, this is--this is clarity! This is awesome. This is a good state to be in! I've maintained that ever since.


Frank: So Finlayson achieved this mental recovery, this clarity, but the path back to piloting was still extremely murky.

Finlayson: I didn't know how long it was potentially going to take, what exactly that cost was going to be, how I was going to pay for that if I wasn't going to be working, the lack of transparency involved with the FAA's processes--all of those things.


Frank: He was about to begin medical testing, paperwork, research, and bureaucratic phone calls, all to get the FAA to decide if he could get back into the air. And it took him years--years of not flying.

Rosin: I have to say, that seems amazing to me, that to go on 10 milligrams of a very commonly used antidepressant, or even to 20--which seems reasonable--that taking that amount of medication long term could cost you years of flying. It just seems like when pilots do decide to pursue mental-health care, like Finlayson did, they are up against a lot.

Frank: Yeah. It's a complicated system, and it can take a lot of time. Actually, Chris Finlayson had so much time away from piloting and so much time feeling frustrated as he was learning all this different information about the process, he joined a nonprofit focused on pilot mental health, trying to reform the system and at the same time he's in it, trying to get his own permission to fly approved.

Rosin: After the break, we try and get to the heart of it: Is this system actually keeping passengers safe?

[Break]

Rosin: Jocelyn, let's say we make the assumption that pilots have more or less the same level of depression and anxiety as the average population--that would be about a quarter of all adults in the U.S. From what you can tell, are a quarter of all pilots seeking mental-health care applying for those special medical certificates?

Frank: Definitely not. In 2024, out of 150,000 commercial pilots, only about 9,000 applied. And in the end, only about 3,000 were approved.

So Finlayson was hoping to be one of those 3,000. He and his doctors decided he needed to take this antianxiety medication long term, which meant he was going to have to enter into this longer process. And it became clear this was going to be a really detailed and, at times, tedious process. According to the FAA, a lot of people get denied for failing to provide some specific requested information. It actually accounts for more than 75 percent of all denials. And from the start, Chris Finlayson was feeling that potential. He would think he'd checked a box, only to learn it was the wrong box.

Finlayson: Oh, the other requirement is to be evaluated by a board-certified psychiatrist. The psychiatrist that I was seeing, she was a nurse practitioner. That wasn't at the level for which the FAA would require. So I then had to search out an M.D.


Frank: And that took an additional month. He had to be on a stable dose for six months before beginning his application, and that switch in care meant he had to start the six-month count again, and he learned there were additional requirements.

Finlayson: I had to go through a cognitive screening, a personality screening, as well as an interview by a neuropsychologist.


Frank: Each of these tests has a cost, and each has to be submitted to the special FAA doctor for review.

Finlayson: I also had to go through neurological testing.
 Frank: What is that like?
 Finlayson: Oh, it is boring. It is paying about $4,000 out of pocket to play--oh, what's the app on the phone? It's basically like paying $4,000 to play [Lumosity] while a doctor stares over your shoulder.
 That's all elective testing. None of that is covered by insurance, so it's all out of pocket.
 Frank: You use the word elective, but it's required for you to come back to flying, right?
 Finlayson: So yeah. So in the FAA world, it is absolutely required. It is a requirement for me to get a medical [screening]. It is a requirement to have a medical to do my job. "Requirement, requirement, requirement." In insurance land, I do not need to be a pilot. This is not medically necessary for my health. It is medically necessary for my employment.


Rosin:  So it seems like these medical requirements cost a lot of money, and the pilot isn't earning a regular salary.

Frank: Right. Yeah. This process can cost thousands of dollars, somewhere around $10,000 or $15,000 for most pilots. And like Finlayson was saying, it's uncommon for insurance to cover these kinds of expenses. And only a very small percentage of unionized pilots flying with legacy carriers--which are, those are some of the biggest ones--they have negotiated for this process to fall under their disability coverage. And that can offer pilots like Finlayson a partial paycheck--a partial paycheck to support two kids and a wife in grad school.

But that is a best-case scenario. And many other pilots and aspiring pilots who I interviewed for this story have had no stable income and no safety net during their process.

Rosin:  No income?

Frank: They are grounded from flying, or they haven't received their pilot's license to begin with, so they're not getting any kind of base-level paycheck while they're going through this process. And aviation is a very expensive field to begin with. A lot of pilots take on substantial debt just to get trained, so this is what they're dealing with while trying to get this special medical certificate.

Rosin: So that is, like, a huge disincentive to seek any help.

Frank:  Absolutely. Yeah. It can take years to just gather all of your medical records and get all the paperwork organized and the testing. And once a pilot and their AME do submit the request, the documents can take months and months for the FAA to actually review. And that's a lot of time for a pilot to be waiting around--on disability, at best; more often, unemployed. And I have to say, with recent cuts to federal staffing at the FAA, it's unlikely that this process is going to get any more efficient.

Rosin: You know, Jocelyn, listening to you, I am a little torn. I fly often enough. I'm not a particularly nervous flyer. I'm not sure if I should be worried about my safety. Like, is there any research that gets at the bottom line, the actual outcome of this system they've set up? Does this system, flawed though it may be, result in me, the passenger, being any safer?

Frank: It's seems pretty clear from those terrible suicide-type flights that we do not want a pilot in the pilot's seat who is suffering that kind of intense, untreated mental-health problem. It definitely adds risk to passenger safety.

I asked William Hoffman, that researcher, what we know about having mental-health problems that you're treating, that you're addressing, or something that was on your record from the past. What do we know about how that impacts risk? And here's what he told me:

William Hoffman: Right now, there is this simple model that using services, mental-health services, or having a diagnosis is a marker for risk. But remarkably, that has never been systematically studied in research. That's a complete assumption.


Rosin: So that is a big assumption.

Frank: Yes. And an assumption that is costing Chris Finlayson, and thousands of other pilots, multiple years away from their careers.

But it's nearly impossible to get pilots to raise their hands and say, Hey. I'll participate in your research! I should probably be seeing a therapist. Or, Hey. I'm secretly taking mental-health medication, so study me. Check my flight records and see how well I'm doing, or, Calculate all the small mistakes I'm making compared to this other pilot, so we can figure out if my mental-health issues are actually a problem when it comes to flight safety. No one is volunteering for that kind of scrutiny, partially because doing so would mean admitting they had not been fully honest about their health prior to that kind of study.

Hoffman: It's a catch-22. We need data to drive progress, but people are afraid to participate in research, so we can't get that data.


Rosin:  Okay, so if they can't get the data and they don't actually know the answer, what can be done about any of this?

Frank: Even if we don't know exactly how risky it is to fly with this current system, we do know that the current system is keeping pilots from seeking care, and that is a part of the system where risk could be reduced.

One of the reasons I wanted to look into this story is because the FAA did recently request recommendations from a panel of experts about how to address that problem. Hoffman was one of them. The group delivered 24 suggestions to lower the barriers to mental-health access, and they presented these suggestions to the FAA last year, in April of 2024, and a few were acted on really quickly.

Hoffman: For example, expanding the number of medications that can be used. So that was almost immediately implemented.


Frank: The total is now eight different drugs, but they are conditionally allowed, which means you would still need to request a special medical certificate, and it might be granted, but it's not guaranteed.

Hoffman: They also narrowed some of the requirements for neuropsychological testing that a pilot might need to undergo if they are on a medication for mood.


Frank: So if a pilot like Chris Finlayson were to begin this medical screening again, he might have fewer tests to go through in order to request this special medical certificate. And the committee recommended a bunch of other aspects of the process be changed too. They asked the FAA to modernize the system to reduce paperwork, to improve training for the doctors who are reviewing all these medical records for more consistency, wider disability coverage so pilots could maybe be covered more often. And Hoffman was excited about another recommendation too.

Hoffman: One of the key recommendations was requiring that pilots have access to peer-support services.


Frank: Peer support basically allows pilots the opportunity to talk with each other about sensitive issues that are going on in their lives.

Rosin: So more like an informal counseling setup?

Frank: Yes. I asked William Hoffman why he was so excited about peer support.

Hoffman: Peer support does not need to be disclosed to an AME.
 Frank: So why not just promote therapy? It seems like dancing around the idea that people actually could benefit from therapy or could benefit from medication, but instead, saying, Go talk to a peer, or, you know, Do this other back-channel thing, and you don't have to report it.
 Hoffman: It's a great question. It's a critical question. While in a perfect world, you know, we could say, Therapy is not reportable, and you should talk to a therapist, I think more realistically, where the rubber meets the road is that there's a lot of distrust, and the pilot peer can be that connection between the pilot needing services and the professional support that's required.


[Music]

Frank: Chris Finlayson decided to go through the process of requesting the special medical certificate. He, like I said, had his last flight on December 19, 2021. He went through all of these different steps that took him almost two years. He submitted his paperwork, and about eight months after that, in July 2024. He heard back.

Finlayson: The woman just said, "Yep, you were denied."
 Frank: Oh my gosh.
 Finlayson: I was like, "What?"
 I actually requested my full file from the FAA with the application notes and things that they normally don't send you. They see me as in remission, but I need to check more boxes, essentially.
 That's probably the most frustrating thing for me right now, is the fact that I kind of got hosed, and now there's no recourse other than to start it all over, so--
 Frank: Can you go back as many times as you want? Like, as many times as you can afford/endure?
 Finlayson: Yep. Basically, I'm having to restart the whole process.
 So I have to wait on the FAA to send them my paperwork. I have to wait on my other doctors to send them paperwork. I have to wait on all that stuff for them to compile that. I'm probably going to have to redo some testing because, you know, the FAA is not going to want to see a test that's a year and a half old. I'm in for the long haul, to say the least.


Frank: Last year, the FAA approved 2,800 special-issuance certificates coded for mental health. As of this April, they've already approved almost that number: 2,400. But if the system continues as is, it's likely that thousands of pilots will go on flying without getting, or reporting, the care that they need.

Rosin:  Jocelyn, thank you.

Frank: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jocelyn Frank. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid. We had engineering support from Rob Smierciak, fact-checking by Sam Fentress and Stef Hayes. 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.
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The President's Pattern of Impatience

Trump's short attention span is a threat to his own agenda as well as to the constitutional order.

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.


During Donald Trump's first stint as president, the political scientist Daniel Drezner maintained a very long thread on the site formerly known as Twitter. Each entry had the same text--"I'll believe that Trump is growing into the presidency when his staff stops talking about him like a toddler"--followed by the latest example.

Trump's second term has been similar to his first, just ratcheted up a notch, and his childlike impatience is Exhibit A. The president has a very short attention span, gets frustrated when things don't work quickly, and tends to demand fast changes in policy. When Russia's Vladimir Putin is not willing to end the war in Ukraine in 24 hours, rebel groups aren't quickly cowed by air strikes, or trade wars do not prove so easy to win, Trump gets bored and restless. Then he tries to shake things up with ill-tempered social-media posts, broadsides at policy makers, or premature declarations of victory.

During his first term, some of Trump's advisers worked to moderate those impulses. That meant he got sick of them quickly and cycled through them, but it did slow the speed with which he changed positions. Now that there are fewer of the proverbial adults in the room--whoops, there's that infantilizing language again--Trump's impatience has become a central thread for understanding his administration.

In the case of the war in Ukraine, for instance, Trump's unrealistic expectations led to him blowing up at President Volodymyr Zelensky in an Oval Office meeting. Earlier this month, he posted that he was "starting to doubt that Ukraine will make a deal with Putin," who had suggested peace talks in Turkey. "Ukraine should agree to this, IMMEDIATELY," Trump wrote, as though a yearslong conflict could and should be resolved so abruptly. Zelensky took understandable umbrage at the Oval Office ambush, but he seems to have realized that by adopting a more conciliatory tone, he can underscore Putin's intransigence. Now, as my colleague Tom Nichols wrote yesterday, Trump is raging against Putin, who has been entirely focused on dragging out a war of attrition. That may sap Ukraine's resources, but it also saps Trump's patience.

A more patient president would pose less threat to the constitutional order. Some of Trump's most notable collisions with the law and courts are less a product of him wanting powers that he doesn't have than about him wanting things to happen faster than his powers allow. The president has a great deal of leeway to enforce immigration laws, but he is unwilling to wait while people exercise their right to due process, so instead he tries to just erase that right.

Trump could lay off many federal workers using the legally prescribed Reductions in Force procedure; instead, he and Elon Musk have attempted to fire workers abruptly, with the result that judges keep blocking the administration. Similarly, Trump could try to get Congress to close the Education Department or rescind funding for NPR, especially given the sway Trump holds over Republicans in both the House and the Senate. Instead, he has tried to do those things by executive fiat. Last week, a judge blocked his effort to shut down the department, and this week, NPR sued the administration over the attempt to slash funding, arguing that only Congress can claw back funds it has appropriated. (Politico reported today that the administration is finally planning to ask Congress to bless spending cuts made by Musk's U.S. DOGE Service.)

As these examples show, impatience is also a threat to Trump's own agenda. This is especially apparent in the case of trade. Although Trump has been a fan of protectionism since the 1980s and has been the president on and off since 2017, he still hasn't taken the time to think through a plan for actually implementing tariffs.

Consider the baffling path of trade policy toward the European Union over the past week. On Friday, Trump abruptly declared that he would "recommend" 50 percent tariffs on the EU. "I'm not looking for a deal," he said later that day. "We've set the deal--it's at 50 percent." On Sunday, he said that he was delaying the tariffs until July 9. He now says that both sides have agreed to trade talks. This kind of unpredictability certainly got attention from EU officials, but the strategy that brings them to the table is unlikely to make them very trusting of Trump's good faith as a negotiator.

And why would they believe him? They've seen the pattern of his impatience. Trump has threatened, levied, suspended, and re-levied tariffs on Canada and Mexico, and threatened more tariffs on China. This vacillation has earned lots of headlines and induced lots of foreign officials to try to make nice with Washington, but it hasn't produced much in the way of actual trade agreements. Earlier this month, the White House trumpeted a "historic trade win for the United States," which actually amounted simply to the U.S. backing down from enormous tariffs on China, and China canceling its retaliatory measures.

Trump's impatience makes him not only an unreliable negotiator; it makes him a weak one. When he spoke with U.K. Prime Minister Keir Starmer earlier this month, Trump was desperate to notch a win, having already claimed without any evidence to have struck 200 trade deals (more than the number of countries the U.S. recognizes in the world). The result was an extremely vague "preliminary" agreement that gave Britain relief from Trump's tariffs without resolving many of the concrete trade questions between the two nations.

The White House dutifully boasted that this was a "historic trade deal." The president may no longer have aides who speak about him in the press like he's an exasperating child, but his approach hasn't matured at all.

Related:

	Trump is tired of courts telling him he's breaking the law.
 	The visionary of Trump 2.0






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	David Frum: The Trump presidency's world-historical heist
 	How America lost control of the seas
 	The administration takes a hatchet to the NSC.




Today's News

	Elon Musk said that President Donald Trump's tax bill would increase the federal deficit and that it "undermines the work" of his Department of Government Efficiency.
 	Trump pardoned the reality-TV stars Todd and Julie Chrisley, who have served more than two years in prison for tax evasion and bank fraud.
 	Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said that Mohammed Sinwar, Hamas's Gaza chief, has been killed in an Israeli air strike.




Evening Read
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How a Recession Might Tank American Romance

By Faith Hill

Even in this country's darkest economic times, romance has offered a little light. In the 1930s, more jobs opened up for single women; with money of their own, more could move away from family, providing newfound freedom to date, Joanna Scutts, a historian and writer, told me. Nearly a century later, a 2009 New York Times article cited online-dating companies, matchmakers, and dating-event organizers reporting a spike in interest after the 2008 financial crash. One dating-site executive claimed a similar surge had happened in 2001, during a previous economic recession. "When you're not sure what's coming at you," Pepper Schwartz, a University of Washington sociologist then working for PerfectMatch.com, told the Times, "love seems all the more important."
 Now, once again, people aren't sure what's coming at them.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	A reality check for tech oligarchs
 	Trump's campaign to scare off foreign students
 	The David Frum Show: J. D. Vance's bargain with the devil




Culture Break


Bettmann / Getty



Take a look. These photos show the people who clean the ears of Abraham Lincoln (and other statues).

Watch. Friendship (out now in theaters) captures a "friend breakup" and the lengths to which one man will go to get his bro back, Shirley Li 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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Trump's Campaign to Scare Off Foreign Students

The administration's recent crackdown could have a powerful deterrent effect.

by Rose Horowitch




During last year's presidential campaign, Donald Trump endorsed a novel idea: Foreign students who graduated from college in the United States would automatically get a green card, instead of having to scramble for a new visa or leave the country entirely. "They go back to India; they go back to China," he told the tech-plutocrat hosts of the All-In Podcast in June. He lamented the loss of students who "become multibillionaires employing thousands and thousands of people," and declared, "It's so sad when we lose people from Harvard, MIT, from the greatest schools."

But now that he's back in power, Trump seems determined to scare foreign students away from enrolling in American universities in the first place. Yesterday, Politico reported that the State Department had instructed embassies and consulates to hold off on scheduling new student interviews while the administration considers expanding the vetting of prospective students' social-media accounts, likely for perceived anti-Semitic or pro-terrorist posts.

Would-be foreign students are likely to notice a wider pattern: In March, plainclothes officers arrested Rumeysa Ozturk, a Tufts University graduate student, and detained her in Louisiana for more than six weeks, apparently because the government had construed a pro-Palestinian op-ed that she had co-authored as "activities in support of Hamas." Since Trump retook office, the government has quietly terminated about 4,700 foreign students' ability to study the U.S. Last week, the administration announced that it had revoked Harvard's ability to enroll any international students.

Nicole Hallett, a University of Chicago law professor, cast the administration's recent strategy as a major shift in American immigration policy, which previously welcomed foreign students. "In past administrations, there has been an attempt to go after undocumented immigrants and people with serious criminal convictions," Hallett told me. "What we're seeing here is an attempt to target groups of noncitizens that previously, I think, considered themselves to be fairly safe from immigration enforcement."

Read: The end of college life

The administration has broadly connected foreign students with pro-Palestinian protests and the harassment of Jewish students on university campuses. Secretary of State Marco Rubio has said that the administration will not grant visas to students who want to participate in movements "doing things like vandalizing universities, harassing students, taking over buildings, creating a ruckus." In a letter to Harvard, which draws 27 percent of its student body from overseas, Education Secretary Linda McMahon said the school "has invited foreign students, who engage in violent behavior and show contempt for the United States of America, to its campus."

The administration is demanding that Harvard provide information about international students' coursework, disciplinary records, illegal activities, and history of participating in protests. The school says it has provided the information required by law--a response that the administration deems incomplete. Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem declared in a letter that the university had refused to adequately answer questions about its international students "while perpetuating an unsafe campus environment that is hostile to Jewish students, promotes pro-Hamas sympathies, and employs racist 'diversity, equity, and inclusion' policies."

Harvard's experience is a cautionary tale for foreign students considering other schools, especially because Trump has said that other universities could face similar scrutiny. The State Department's latest move could have more immediate effects at institutions across the country. An estimated 1.1 million foreign students are enrolled in the United States. Closely vetting the social-media accounts of the hundreds of thousands of foreigners who apply for student visas every year will be time-consuming. As the Ozturk case suggests, the government's grounds for revoking student visas may be opaque and expansive, ensnaring not only terrorism supporters but also students with a mere political disagreement with the administration.

The thousands of students who have lost permission to be in the U.S. appear to have been targeted for having had contact with law enforcement. But many had been charged with only minor offenses--including underage drinking, overfishing, or violating traffic laws. (Some of the affected students told reporters they were unsure what had triggered the action.)

After facing more than 100 legal challenges from such students--and setbacks in dozens of those cases--the administration said that it would temporarily restore students' legal status while it developed a new framework for visa cancellations. Trump faces other obstacles in the court system: A judge temporarily blocked the administration's move to revoke Harvard's ability to host international students.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: Trump's Harvard whiplash

But even if universities and foreign students challenging Trump's policies ultimately prevail in court, his recent campaign could nevertheless have a powerful deterrent effect. It is bound to unsettle one of America's most successful export industries--selling undergraduate and graduate degrees to intelligent foreigners--and disrupt the considerable scientific and technological research that overseas students enable at major universities. In the 2023-24 academic year, international students contributed almost $44 billion to the U.S. economy. They supported 378,000 American jobs. And they founded companies; about a quarter of the billion-dollar start-ups in America were founded by someone who came to the United States as an international student. "The smartest people in the world voluntarily move to the United States," Kevin Carey, vice president of education and work at New America, told me. "Many of them stay on and live here, start companies, do all these things that we want. It all starts with student visas. If you cut that off, they'll go somewhere else."

Yet that outcome fits neatly into Trump's "America First" ethos while helping the administration hurt elite universities. Vice President J. D. Vance said in an interview with Fox News that international students are "bad for the American dream for a lot of kids who want to go to a nice university and can't because their spot was taken by a foreign student." Trump himself told reporters that Harvard had too many foreign students "because we have Americans that want to go there."

Cutting off the flow of foreign students would financially hobble higher education. Many universities rely on wealthy international students to pay full freight and subsidize the cost of educating American students. But if the Trump administration is bent on limiting the number of foreign students who study in the United States, it has many tools at its disposal to accomplish this. It could simply reject more individual students' visa applications, an approach that would be difficult to challenge in court because of the deference that consular decisions generally receive. "People applying for visas are in a kind of Constitution-free zone," Daniel Kanstroom, a Boston College law professor, told me.

In a telling shift, Harvard, which typically expects admitted students to turn down other schools when accepting its offer, will now allow international students to accept a second offer of admission from a university overseas, in case their U.S. visa falls through.

The outcome of the president's strategy seems clear: fewer foreign students in America. As Trump understood last year, this will come at a considerable cost to the country.
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A Reality Check for Tech Oligarchs

Powerful Silicon Valley leaders are prioritizing their utopian vision of the future over the concerns of people in the present.

by John Kaag




Technologists currently wield a level of political influence that was recently considered unthinkable. While Elon Musk's Department of Government Efficiency slashes public services, Jeff Bezos takes celebrities to space on Blue Origin and the CEOs of AI companies speak openly of radically transforming society. As a result, there has never been a better moment to understand the ideas that animate these leaders' particular vision of the future.

In his new book, More Everything Forever, the science journalist Adam Becker offers a deep dive into the worldview of techno-utopians such as Musk--one that's underpinned by promises of AI dominance, space colonization, boundless economic growth, and eventually, immortality. Becker's premise is bracing: Tech oligarchs' wildest visions of tomorrow amount to a modern secular theology that is both mesmerizing and, in his view, deeply misguided. The author's central concern is that these grand ambitions are not benign eccentricities, but ideologies with real-world consequences .

What do these people envision? In their vibrant utopia, humanity has harnessed technology to transcend all of its limits--old age and the finite bounds of knowledge most of all. Artificial intelligence oversees an era of abundance, automating labor and generating wealth so effectively that every person's needs are instantly met. Society is powered entirely by clean energy, while heavy industry has been relocated to space, turning Earth into a pristine sanctuary. People live and work throughout the solar system. Advances in biotechnology have all but conquered disease and aging. At the center of this future, a friendly AI--aligned with human values--guides civilization wisely, ensuring that progress remains tightly coupled with the flourishing of humanity and the environment.

Musk, along with the likes of Bezos and OpenAI's CEO, Sam Altman, aren't merely imagining sci-fi futures as a luxury hobby--they are funding them, proselytizing for them, and, in a growing number of cases, trying to reorganize society around them. In Becker's view, the rich are not merely chasing utopia, but prioritizing their vision of the future over the very real concerns of people in the present. Impeding environmental research, for instance, makes sense if you believe that human life will continue to exist in an extraterrestrial elsewhere. More Everything Forever asks us to take these ideas seriously, not necessarily because they are credible predictions, but because some people in power believe they are.

Read: The rise of techno-authoritarianism

Becker, in prose that is snappy if at times predictable, highlights the quasi-spiritual nature of Silicon Valley's utopianism, which is based on two very basic beliefs. First, that death is scary and unpleasant. And second, that thanks to science and technology, the humans of the future will never have to be scared or do anything unpleasant. "The dream is always the same: go to space and live forever," Becker writes. (One reason for the interest in space is that longevity drugs, according to the tech researcher Benjamin Reinhardt, can be synthesized only "in a pristine zero-g environment.") This future will overcome not just human biology but a fundamental rift between science and faith. Becker quotes the writer Meghan O'Gieblyn, who observes in her book God, Human, Animal, Machine that "what makes transhumanism so compelling is that it promises to restore through science the transcendent--and essentially religious--hopes that science itself obliterated." 

Becker demonstrates how certain contemporary technologists flirt with explicitly religious trappings. Anthony Levandowski, the former head of Google's self-driving-car division, for instance, founded an organization to worship artificial intelligence as a godhead . But Becker also reveals the largely forgotten precedents for this worldview, sketching a lineage of thought that connects today's Silicon Valley seers to earlier futurist prophets. In the late 19th century, the Russian philosopher Nikolai Fedorov preached that humanity's divine mission was to physically resurrect every person who had ever lived and settle them throughout the cosmos, achieving eternal life via what Fedorov called "the regulation of nature by human reason and will."

The rapture once preached and beckoned in churches has been repackaged for secular times: In place of souls ascending to heaven, there are minds preserved digitally--or even bodies kept alive--for eternity. Silicon Valley's visionaries are, in this view, not all cold rationalists; many of them are dreamers and believers whose fixations constitute, in Becker's view, a spiritual narrative as much as a scientific one--a new theology of technology.

Let's slow down: Why exactly is this a bad idea? Who wouldn't want "perfect health, immortality, yada yada yada," as the AI researcher Eliezer Yudkowsky breezily summarizes the goal to Becker? The trouble, Becker shows, is that many of these dreams of personal transcendence disregard the potential human cost of working toward them. For the tech elite, these are visions of escape. But, Becker pointedly writes, "they hold no promise of escape for the rest of us, only nightmares closing in." 

Perhaps the most extreme version of this nightmare is the specter of an artificial superintelligence, or AGI (artificial general intelligence). Yudkowsky predicts to Becker that a sufficiently advanced AI, if misaligned with human values, would "kill us all."  Forecasts for this type of technology, once fringe, have gained remarkable traction among tech leaders, and almost always trend to the stunningly optimistic. Sam Altman is admittedly concerned about the prospects of rogue AI--he famously admitted to having stockpiled "guns, gold, potassium iodide, antibiotics, batteries, water, gas masks from the Israeli Defense Force, and a big patch of land in Big Sur I can fly to"--but these worries don't stop him from actively planning for a world reshaped by AI's exponential growth. In Altman's words, we live on the brink of a moment in which machines will do "almost everything" and trigger societal changes so rapid that "the future can be almost unimaginably great." Becker is less sanguine, writing that "we just don't know what it will take to build a machine to do all the things a human can do." And from his point of view, it's best that things remain that way.

Read: Silicon Valley braces for chaos

Becker is at his rhetorically sharpest when he examines the philosophy of "longtermism" that underlies much of this AI-centric and space-traveling fervor. Longtermism, championed by some Silicon Valley-adjacent philosophers and the effective-altruism movement, argues that the weight of the future--the potentially enormous number of human (or post-human) lives to come--overshadows the concerns of the present. If preventing human extinction is the ultimate good, virtually any present sacrifice can and should be rationalized. Becker shows how today's tech elites use such reasoning to support their own dominance in the short term, and how rhetoric about future generations tends to mask injustices and inequalities in the present . When billionaires claim that their space colonies or AI schemes might save humanity, they are also asserting that only they should shape humanity's course. Becker observes that this philosophy is "made by carpenters, insisting the entire world is a nail that will yield to their ministrations." 

Becker's perspective is largely that of a sober realist doing his darnedest to cut through delusion, yet one might ask whether his argument occasionally goes too far. Silicon Valley's techno-utopian culture may be misguided in its optimism, but is it only that? A gentle counterpoint: The human yearning for transcendence stems from a dissatisfaction with the present and a creative impulse, both of which have driven genuine progress. Ambitious dreams--even seemingly outlandish ones--have historically spurred political and cultural transformation. Faith, too, has helped people face the future with optimism. It should also be acknowledged that many of the tech elite Becker critiques do show some awareness of ethical pitfalls. Not all (or even most) technologists are as blithe or blinkered as Becker sometimes seems to suggest.

In the end, this is not a book that revels in pessimism or cynicism; rather, it serves as a call to clear-eyed humanism. In Becker's telling, tech leaders err not in dreaming big, but in refusing to reckon with the costs and responsibilities that come with their dreams. They preach a future in which suffering, scarcity, and even death can be engineered away, yet they discount the very real suffering here and now that demands our immediate attention and compassion. In an era when billionaire space races and AI hype dominate headlines, More Everything Forever arrives as a much-needed reality check. At times, the book is something more than that: a valuable meditation on the questionable stories we tell about progress, salvation, and ourselves.
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The People Who Clean the Ears of Lincoln (And Other Statues)

A collection of images of the varied workers and techniques used to maintain some of the world's largest and most prominent statues and monuments.

by Alan Taylor


National Parks Service worker James Hudson uses a cloth-wrapped pole to clean the ear of the statue at the Lincoln Memorial in 1987. (Bettmann / Getty)




Maintenance workers clean a statue in Central Park, in New York City, in 2016. (Gary Hershorn / Getty)




A municipal worker scrubs a statue of the Soviet state founder Vladimir Lenin in Saint Petersburg, Russia, in 2023. (Anton Vaganov / Reuters)




A crew carries out the annual cleaning of the 120-meter-tall Ushiku Daibutsu Great Buddha statue in Ushiku, Japan, in 2022. (Kyodo / Reuters)




Nelson's Column, in London's Trafalgar Square, gets a spring cleaning in 1987. (Keystone / Getty)




A statue of the late musician Luke Kelly in Dublin's city center is cleaned after it had been defaced overnight in 2020. (Brian Lawless / PA Images / Reuters)




The model maker Helga Mueller works to restore a model of the Statue of Liberty, seen behind a model of the U.S. Capitol Building, at Miniwelt (Miniworld) in Lichtenstein, Germany, in 2015. (Jens Meyer / AP)




The restorer Eleonora Pucci cleans Michelangelo's David using a backpack vacuum and a synthetic-fiber brush at the Galleria dell'Accademia, in Florence, Italy, in 2024. (Tiziana Fabi / AFP / Getty)




A worker cleans the statue of the spaceflight pioneer Yuri Gagarin before Cosmonauts Day in Moscow in 2023. (Maxim Marmur / AP)




Workmen clean the immense statue of two horses pulling a quadriga atop Wellington Arch, at London's Hyde Park Corner, in 1939. (Harry Todd / Fox Photos / Getty)




Cleaners spray the 37-meter-tall Merlion statue on the resort island of Sentosa, in Singapore, in 2015. (Edgar Su / Reuters)




A worker cleans a Buddha statue in preparation for Lunar New Year celebrations at Satya Buddha Temple in Medan, North Sumatra, Indonesia, in 2023. (Binsar Bakkara / AP)
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J. D. Vance's Bargain With the Devil

George Packer on ambition, corruption, and the making of Trump's political heir

by David Frum




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

On this episode of The David Frum Show, David opens with a Memorial Day message about corruption and extortion in the Trump White House, including revelations about meme-coin pay-to-play schemes and foreign-financed golf courses.

Then David is joined by his Atlantic colleague George Packer to discuss Packer's new profile of Vice President J. D. Vance. They examine Vance's sharp political turn from thoughtful memoirist to contemptuous shape-shifter, and debate whether Vance believes what he says or just knows what power demands.

David closes the episode with a reflection on Edward Luce's new biography of Zbigniew Brzezinski and what Brzezinski's legacy says about American power today.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 8 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be George Packer, an Atlantic colleague and author of an incisive new profile of Vice President J. D. Vance, "The Talented Mr. Vance."

At the end of the program, I'm going to discuss a little bit--I have some thoughts about an important new book, a biography of former National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski by Ed Luce, a columnist for the Financial Times.

But first, let me offer some thoughts on the week just passed. I record this discussion on Memorial Day 2025, the day when Americans honor those who have served America to the utmost of human capability by laying down their lives for their country. It seems a fitting occasion to try to address the monstrous display of self-service we have seen in the past days from the Trump administration, this staggeringly corrupt administration--not just the most corrupt administration in American history, but one of the most corrupt administrations in any democratic country ever.

Two things just from the week's docket. This past week, President Trump hosted a dinner for more than 200 people who were invited to dinner with the president of the United States because they had purchased souvenir meme coins directly from his company. They paid millions of dollars. Many of them were foreign nationals. We don't know their names, because those have not been disclosed, but they directly bought access to the president of the United States by putting money into the hands of his own company in exchange, really, for nothing because these are just souvenir meme coins. They're not worth anything. And everyone who's invested in them has lost money because they devalue once you've had your access to the president. Maybe you're investing in the hope of continued future access to the president, but they have no function, no purpose, no value. They're just ways for people who want access to buy it, and buy it directly from the president himself and his family and his companies.

The same week, The New York Times obtained a copy of a letter from inside the Vietnamese government explaining why they were bending their own laws to make possible a golf course--a Trump golf course--in Vietnam, which the Vietnamese government is largely financing, and for which it's providing land and other services. The letter explained that the golf-course project was, quote, "receiving special attention from the Trump administration and President Trump personally."

Since Donald Trump became president, billions of dollars have flowed from Americans and from people worldwide into his pocket--billions of dollars. And the largest share of those billions of dollars has been from his meme-coin business. Some estimate that the president has more than doubled his net worth just since January, all because of these direct payments to him and, of course, these golf courses that he's opening in the Persian Gulf and in Vietnam, often financed by the host governments looking to achieve Donald Trump's failure. Sorry--looking to achieve his favor. The projects may be failures, but the favor is real.

Now, some trying to explain what is happening invoke comparisons from American history: Watergate; Teapot Dome, a great scandal of the 1920s; if you're very historically minded, you may mention the scandals around the Ulysses Grant administration. But all of that falls so far short of the truth, as to create and enter this world of mind-bending alternatives. Donald Trump's corruption cannot be compared to anything in American history.

I have an article this week in The Atlantic that goes into some of the details, but just to refresh memory: In the Watergate scandal, President Nixon was trying to place bugs or get some information from inside the headquarters of the Democratic National Committee. He used campaign funds to hire burglars to break into the premises and do their mischief. And then when they were caught, he organized further government funds and--sorry; not government funds, further campaign funds--to try to buy the burglars' silence and to use government power to cover it up.

It's a big, big, serious scandal. But Nixon was not doing any of this to enrich himself. He was doing it to compete and win in a presidential election in a way that was beyond the rules. That was illegal but was not motivated by his personal appetite for wealth and position. Teapot Dome, which was a scandal in the 1920s, involved people in the Harding administration--not President Harding himself--accepting bribes to open government oil reserves to private exploration. And the Grant administration was riddled with all kinds of scandals: people cheating on excise taxes on whiskey, speculating on gold and silver and paper money.

But again, President Grant, although he was protective of the people in his administration who did these wrong things, he himself was completely uncontaminated, as was, as far as anybody knows, President Harding in Teapot Dome. Nixon was contaminated, but he was not taking money. He was using campaign funds to support his reelection in a dishonest and illegal way.

What is happening with Donald Trump cannot be compared. The scale of the self-enrichment--billions of dollars flowing to the president and his family, not just from American donors, which would be shocking enough, but from people all over the world--this can't be compared to anything in American history. It's more like something from a post-Soviet republic or a post-colonial African state. It is a scale--in terms of the money being diverted to the president, it's on a scale as big as anything the world has seen in the modern era.

You might call it bribery. Except there's something about the word bribery that conjures up the image that the bribe taker is kind of passive: A bribe taker is in office doing some function, and then there's a rap on the bribe taker's door, and there's the briber offering a bribe to pervert the bribe taker from the bribe taker's proper, official duty.

What's going on in the Trump administration is not so passive as that. It looks like Donald Trump is taking the initiative. The Vietnamese were not urging the Trump family, Please, please, please accept a golf course from us. Donald Trump was squeezing them, as they wrote in writing, in a letter published by The New York Times--Donald Trump was squeezing them--to approve his golf course. It wasn't someone else who said to Donald Trump, Here. Please, take our money. He invented the meme coin--or he and his confederates invented the meme coin--that offered a way for people to seek his favor.

And to back all of this up, at the same time as he was selling these meme coins, his administration has undertaken a series of arbitrary and punitive executive actions that threaten people, If you don't get in my good graces, bad things will happen to you. As a law firm, you will be punished in various ways unless you submit to me. As a private university, you'll be subject to personal reactions that we'll single out a university, and we will say you can't have foreign visa holders. He has attacked other kinds of businesses and institutions. He's got this whole tariff schedule that allows him to retaliate against businesses that incur his disfavor. There's one tariff for Apple. There's a different tariff for other people. There's one tariff for businesses in one set of countries, different tariffs in other countries. And the tariffs, of course, can be laid on and alleviated, laid on again, and alleviated according to his personal whim.

This isn't bribery. This is extortion. This isn't centering the bribe taker as the target of someone else's action, but as actually the architect and author of the scheme. And what we're seeing here is extortion on a kind of scale, again, unlike anything in American history: billions of dollars from people who are seeking favor, seeking to protect themselves from disfavor, and finding ways--not finding ways, being offered by the president and his family ways to buy the favor of the president and his family.

If the president likes you--if you're a candidate for mayor of New York and the president likes you--you get pardoned for your crimes. If you're a candidate for the mayor of New York and the president doesn't like you, he opens an investigation into you. As the president of South Africa said when Donald Trump was lecturing him, "I wish I had a plane to give you." Because, of course, if you give the president a plane, there's no limit to what you can get.

It's hard for Americans to wrap their minds around the idea that this country is not an example to others--a positive example--that its institutions are not somehow robust, that everything won't be all right. But what we are watching here is an attack on all of those foundational premises of American life. This is a scene not out of American history; it is an orgy of extortion and corruption unlike anything I've ever seen before in this country, and only comparable to things seen in the countries of the world that Donald Trump once called "shitholes." Why are shithole country shitholes? Not because they're poor, but because the authorities are not responsive to the people. The authorities are perverted from their duty and use that perversion as an opportunity for self-enrichment and aggression to the detriment of their own societies.

It's on this day when we ought to honor everything that is good, we ought, also, to hold the measure in our minds of what is happening that is wrong, and not accept easy excuses and not shrug it off and not allow ourselves to find some kind of consolation, that maybe there's something in the 1870s that is like this. There is nothing in American history that is like this, ever. And if we absorb that knowledge and if we feel it, and if we feel the proper shame and anger, only then will we be in position to take the corrective action that your national duty calls upon you. So much was asked from others on this Memorial Day. That's what's asked from you on this Memorial Day.

And now my dialogue with George Packer. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: I'm so glad and grateful to welcome my old, dear friend George Packer to The David Frum Show. George is a writer who braves the darkest and most dangerous places, beginning with his observations as a Peace Corps volunteer in West Africa in the 1980s. His book The Assassins' Gate is a wise, humane, and chastened account of the American experience in Iraq.

It was followed by The Unwinding, which told the story of the Great Recession and its aftermath, jump cutting from the lives of the casualties of the Great Recession to the men and women in the halls of power. George's biography of Richard Holbrooke, Our Man, is a subtle, often hilarious, study of great power in the hands of not necessarily quite so great power holders.

I've known George since the fall of 1978, when he was the bright, shining star of a freshman seminar at Yale University. I'm proud and grateful now to call him a colleague at The Atlantic. We will discuss today his most recent piece for The Atlantic, a profile of Vice President J. D. Vance, "The Talented Mr. Vance."

George, welcome to the program.

George Packer: David, it's great to be with you, and I'm thrilled that you've got a show of your own, which you've sort of been preparing for all the years I've known you.

Frum: Thank you. Let me test a thesis on you. Donald Trump is, perhaps, not that interesting a human being. I mean, obviously, it's a hugely consequential presidency, shocking in its effects on the United States and the world. And understanding why Donald Trump is doing what he's doing, that's important and necessary. But as a person, there doesn't seem to be much in there. He's like some beast, some crocodile: He eats. He dominates. He hurts. He's an adaptive predator, but his interior story is not that interesting.

Great villains require more of a backstory, more interiority, more rise and fall. And--let me keep testing this--J. D. Vance has that backstory. You know, the greatest of all literary villains is John Milton's Lucifer, who starts as the brightest of the angels and then has the steepest fall. Maybe there's something kind of Luciferian about J. D. Vance. I mean, he's someone--we know this from his own words--that he knows the difference between right and wrong. He saw Donald Trump as wrong. He became one of the most eloquent critics of the wrongness of Donald Trump. And then when opportunity beckoned, he chose wrong. He chose wrong, fully knowing what he was doing, aware of its consequences. He took a long time. He brooded over the decision, and then he made the choice. It's epic. It's literary. It's Luciferian. And it's more interesting than the crocodile that simply bites children and drags them under the Nile and drowns them for fun.

Packer: Lucifer's strong, David. That's a tough one to embrace. But I was with you most of the way, and here's why: You're right about Trump--completely right. Crocodile is the perfect analogy, and Vance is a far more interesting creature because of his life story. He came from nowhere and from a lot of deprivation and abuse. Because of his talent, because he's thrived in so many different environments--whether it was the Marine Corps in Iraq, or Yale Law School, or the world of Silicon Valley investors, or the world of the far-right MAGA politics--he's risen through all of those.

And so he is sensitive. He is empathetic. He is capable of self-criticism and self-reflection. Just pick up Hillbilly Elegy and open it anywhere, and you find this voice of someone who you want to talk to and who perhaps could have been a writer, because of that ability to think about himself and the world in ways that are surprising, complex, and, above all, honest. There's none of that skimming and shining the surface a little bit that so many public figures do when they write a book.

He was not a public figure when he wrote it, a bit like Barack Obama with Dreams From My Father. He was not a public figure when he wrote that, and it's a far better book than anything Obama has written since then. And I don't expect J. D. Vance to write a better book than Hillbilly Elegy at this point.

Where I might disagree, or at least question, the Lucifer thesis a bit is: I am not certain that he knows that he chose wrong. I'm not sure about that. I think he convinced himself, because it's very hard to live with yourself if you know you've chosen wrong. Just day after day, it's hard to live with yourself. I think he convinced himself sometime after 2016--when Hillbilly Elegy became a sensation and Trump won the presidency, he convinced himself--that what his people, the working-class people, especially the white working-class people of the Rust Belt, needed was Trump's policies. And from there, it was another step to Trump's manner, to Trump's rhetoric, to Trump's whole thing.

And so I think at some point, he decided, Those Yale Law School people, those FrumForum people, those moderate conservatives have no real interest in my people. And in fact, their policies have hurt them, and so I'm going to go all in with Trump. It just so happened that that coincided with the path to power because it was the only way a Republican was going to rise at that point, was to go along with Trump. So I think he persuaded himself he was doing the right thing, even though he was so blatantly betraying just about everything that he had written in Hillbilly Elegy.

Frum: You allude to my own personal history with J. D. Vance in our days together from FrumForum, a website I ran from 2009 to 2012. But before I get to that, let me just pick up on your answer with a reference to the title of your story. The story is called "The Talented Mr. Vance," which is a reference to a novel, The Talented Mr. Ripley, about a sociopathic killer who has no interior life at all, who simply adapts himself, sequentially becoming one person after another with nothing on the inside. That play on words in the title, is that supposed to tell us your idea about who J. D. Vance is?

Packer: Again, I can't read the book--and even more than that, listen to him talk about the book as he did a lot back in 2016, 2017--without feeling that there is a thoughtful, decent, reflective man inside this sort of unformed, not-quite-there 30-year-old who had suddenly jumped onto the scene. I can't help thinking that he was not a hollow man, that he had gifts--not just the gifts of rhetoric and intellect and appetite for power, which clearly he has and had--but gifts of thought and moral reasoning. And so in that sense, even though that title was very clever--wasn't mine, but I salute whoever came up with it as having put a clever title on the piece, because there is something about Vance that makes you think, Is there anyone there? He seems able to move from A to Z without blinking.

Nonetheless, I think maybe compared to the original, there's more there. And that, too, makes him interesting. And I think you mentioned this, maybe--I don't know: There's a Nixonian comparison to be made. There's a comparison to a man who came out of nowhere with a very rough upbringing and a grievance, a sense of having been wronged, who had tremendous talent and intellect, and could have risen to greatness, and then also chose wrong. So of all the figures from our lives, David, that I would analogize him to, it would be Nixon.

Frum: George, your reference to J. D. Vance and his attitude toward "my people" summons to mind a story. I didn't spend a lot of time close-up to President Obama, but I had one occasion to have a close-up view of him when he came as near to losing his cool as I can imagine Barack Obama ever came. We were in a group of writers, and one of the writers arraigned President Obama for not doing enough for Black America. And Obama, he just seemed to tighten up, and he explained, I'm not president of Black America. I'm president of all of America. And he said, in fact, They're all my people. And that's the attitude we hope to see from the leaders of the nation: however the route you took to power, that when you get there, you get this wider view. That doesn't seem to have happened to Vance at all.

Packer: Vance does not see himself as the vice president of all Americans, and he behaves as if he's the vice president of MAGA and of, quote, "his people."

But "his people" is--I think it's become a very instrumental term for him because anything can be justified in the name of the mistreated working class of America, any policy, any lie--for example, the lie about Haitian immigrants eating cats and dogs in Springfield, Ohio. He was called out on that because he had to admit that he had made up the story, or the story had been made up and he had amplified it. But when he was called out, he said, I'll do anything to get the media to pay attention to the suffering of--he didn't put it this way, but--my people. In other words, I can lie. I can justify cutting off aid to Ukraine and anything else you'd like, in the name of where I come from.

It reminds me of his speech at the Republican convention, where he made a point--something I've never heard an American politician at that level say--which was: We're really not so much about ideas, or not only about ideas. The great principles of the founding documents were about a home and a place you're willing to defend. And he began to talk about the cemetery in eastern Kentucky where his ancestors are buried, and where he hopes to be buried, and he hopes his kids will be buried. It was a little bit of a disturbing image to me. That's America. So, It's soil. In fact, it's blood and soil. And now we're nowhere near liberal democracy. We're in another place. And so I think however much he believes in that, that is where J. D. Vance has gone. And it makes him not the vice president of America, because to be the vice president of America, you have to believe that those ideas are vital and foundational and for all of us.

Instead, it's class war. And he once said, Everything makes sense when you realize that culture war is class war, meaning: All the culture-war issues that he has been using in the last few years to rise in power, he turns into class war against the elites and is therefore, in his own mind, justified in using them.

Frum: To what class does he think Peter Thiel and Elon Musk belong? Because he works for them as much or more than he works for anybody in Ohio.

Packer: Yeah, he has swapped one set of elites for another, and in that sense, there is a kind of "Talented Mr. Vance" quality because he had to be, in a sense, civilized by Yale Law School. And he writes about this quite candidly in Hillbilly Elegy, partly with the help of his then-girlfriend, now-wife, Usha. He had to learn the ways of the Ivy League. He had to learn how to use the silverware at a dinner party. He had to learn that when someone asks whether you want white wine, you then have to figure out which kind of white wine you want.

All of that took a toll, I think, but he did it brilliantly. Then he abandoned that elite, the meritocratic elite--the Ivy League elite--for a different elite. He swapped one for another. And as you say, David, the new elite that he's part of--and they are an elite--is the elite of the far right who are billionaire tech investors and entrepreneurs and media figures: Tucker Carlson, Elon Musk, Peter Thiel, Donald Trump Jr. Those are his patrons now. Those are his friends. And so it's a bit rich to say, Yeah, we're fighting on behalf of my people against the elites. 

Frum: Yeah. It's a funny construction of social class when you say that the real elite are people who say, I have read some books, not people who say, I have some billions of dollars.

One of the things that makes you the great writer that you are is your wide human sympathy, your ability to go into all kinds of situations and see people, both what they are and what they could be. And that's your genius as a writer. And my limit as a writer is that I don't have that, and I take just darker views of why people do the things they do.

So I was present at the creation of Hillbilly Elegy. I met J. D. Vance--I think it was maybe the summer before he started Yale Law School, or the summer after his first year at Yale Law School, and he began submitting articles to my website. We had lunch in Washington, D.C. I got to know him. He came to my house a few times, sometimes with his wife, sometimes not. And I wouldn't say we were exactly friends, but we were friendly. And I thought I knew him, and when the book was in the genesis stage, he originally sounded me out on: What did I think of the idea?

And the idea was, he wanted to do a book about practical solutions to the problems of poverty in white, rural America. And this is--the FrumForum website was very technocratic, very solutions oriented. I thought this was a fantastic idea. It's a fantastic idea, and I encouraged him and promoted it and urged him to go forward with it. Along the way, another of his mentors at the time, Amy Chua, said, This book would be even better if you wrote a short, personal introduction describing who you are and how you fit into all these solutions you're about to offer. And then this package fell into the hands of a genius editor, Eric Nelson, who's also the editor of my Trump books. And Eric said, Fine. Let's take those two pages. That's the book. Let's throw away all the rest, because no one's going to read that. 

And look--from a literary point of view, yes; from a commercial point of view, yes. But you know what, I think? I think he couldn't write the other book. I think he actually didn't have any ideas about what to do for Ohio and rural America, and that he went into the personal end into the story then with the grievances a minor theme, later to the grievances--because when you say, Okay, well how do we get them better internet? If we can't bring jobs to them anymore, maybe we should encourage, you know--find ways that the federal government can help people to move to where the jobs are. People--you know, as our colleague Yoni Applebaum [writes in] his new book out--people move less. But all the things using the mechanics of government and public-private investment to help people.

And he came to that point in the project and was just rendered mute because it wasn't the way his mind worked. It wasn't the way his nature was. It wasn't what he was interested in. And so he doesn't want to help his people; he just wants to use his people. Where his heart is--you know, he now claims to be a Christian and a Catholic. But as the holy book that he claims to believe in says, "Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also," and his treasure is with Elon Musk and Peter Thiel, not with the people back in Ohio.

Packer: Mm-hmm. Yeah. Well, I wasn't there at the creation, so I didn't have that that moment of revelation that you did when you realized, No, he actually can't write this book, whether it's because he doesn't have the answers or doesn't care enough about the answers, or there are no answers. It's a pretty compelling insight into him. I don't know. I honestly don't know.

As I said earlier, David, I think he thinks that tariffs; and mass deportation; and telling the Supreme Court, The Chief Justice has made his decision. Now let him enforce it; and deification, as he wants to put it, of the civil service; and all of the destructive (really, the nihilistic) policies that MAGA at least claims to be for--I think he really does believe that those are somehow in the interest of his people. Are they? I don't think so. In fact, I could go through each one of those and say why it's not going to work or it has nothing to do with his people.

And the proof of that is: well, look at the bill that is slowly limping its way through Congress. What does that bill have to do with the interests of the son or the daughter of a waitress and a laid-off steel worker? Almost nothing. It has a lot to do with the interests of Elon Musk. And J. D. Vance will say anything at this point to let Donald Trump know, I no longer think you're cultural heroin, as he wrote in The Atlantic. I no longer think you might be America's Hitler, as he wrote in a private message. I think you're the greatest president in history. He has to prove his loyalty every day in order to have a shot at the next level. Because all Trump cares about is loyalty, and even that, he doesn't care all that much about, because he'll certainly cast you aside if you're no longer useful to him.

And so he's going to go to bat for every one of these policies, and he's going to do it, in his own mind, in the name of his people because it gives him a sense, I think, of moral purpose, of political destiny. And his trajectory is--it's fascinating. As I wrote in my piece--and I'm getting a bit away, now, from what you just said, but--he has been there at every interesting moment of the American story in the past 25 years.

And in a sense, at every step that he has risen, America has declined a little more. His rise coincides with our decline, and in a way is an emblem of our decline. Because why does he say the things he does and has been saying since 2021 or 2020? Because that is what his political movement requires. It requires him not to be, as you said, vice president of all America. It requires him to actually be actively hostile to a lot of America, to target them, to speak ill of whole groups, large groups. So that's in a sense, in order to succeed in the political world, the culture we live in, he had to become the figure that he is. And whether or not there was anything authentic in that conversion, whether or not he is a deeply believing Catholic or has used Catholicism in a way to get bona fides with a certain kind of intellectual, conservative movement. I don't know. I just can't say.

Frum: Yeah, let me ask you one more. I mean, in the end, you say in the piece that what we pretend to be is what we become. And there are very few consistent phonies or self-conscious phonies because it's too hard. But to a point about who he is and how real it is, you wrote your own origin story, Blood of the Liberals--and it's a very powerful and beautiful book, and it's about the coming together of, among other things, two different lines of American life, your father's line and your mother's line. Very, very different stories of very different kinds of people, and they produce you. And probably almost every American can say the same thing. You know, On the one hand, I'm this. On the other hand, I'm that.

So when Vance gave that "blood and soil" speech about seven generations of Vances buried in this cemetery and, I hope my kids will be there, the little bell didn't ring. Well, that's true of one side of your children's life. But the other side is not seven generations of Americans. There's seven generations somewhere--everyone has seven generations somewhere--but they came here, they're new, and they're part of the American story too. And do you not honor your wife's place in the American story? And do you dishonor, therefore, half of your children's existence? That only one side of their family story deserves to be told?

And if writing the newcomer out of the American story is un-American, there's something even more strange, unfatherly, about writing your children's mother out of your children's life story.

Packer: Mm-hmm.

So there was a moment when his wife was introducing him at the convention, and she mentioned that she had taught him to make vegetarian Indian cuisine, and there was a sort of gasp or unsettled murmur in the crowd. That did not go over well with the delegates at the Republican convention.

What I've read and heard is that his children are being raised with both Catholic and Hindu traditions, that they were dressed in traditional Indian clothing when he went to India with his family and met with [Prime Minister Narendra] Modi, that, in other words, he hasn't written that out of the story. And he got married in two ceremonies: one Christian, one Hindu. So I don't know that he is unfatherly in that way. I wouldn't say that.

But I would say that we don't hear much about it, that a lot of what he says could be taken as a kind of an affront to that other side of his family and his children's family because he has nothing good to say about immigrants. Even legal immigrants, they're just not part of his vision of what makes America great. It's, What makes America great is the soil, the home, the willingness to defend the home, the ability to trace your home back a long, long way. And anyone else--including you and me, David, because we're coastal elites who despise, supposedly, the people buried in that cemetery--we are to be targeted as well. We are to be mocked and written out of the American story.

And so it's gotten narrower and narrower, that vision. Until now, it's about as narrow as a grave in an Appalachian cemetery. And it's chilling because, as you said earlier, very wisely, it should be growing with each rise to a new level of power. But that's not his America, and it may not be the America we're in right now, where a politician rises by having an embracing vision of the country.

Frum: Let me ask you one last question, then I'll lead the mic to you because I know you have some things you want to say.

Is it worthwhile, judging him at all? Are we going through a worthwhile exercise? And let me elaborate: There's a school of political science called functionalism that studies authoritarian regimes, including Nazi Germany but others too. It says it doesn't matter who these people were, what their backstory was. It only matters what they did, and the way we understand the regime they served is by looking at the regime's actions.

And one of the things I notice is--and there's a lot of chaos, of course, in the Trump administration. But as you watch who lost employment after the Signal scandal, who is being purged now from Pete Hegseth's chaotic Department of Defense, what's happening at the State Department, what's happening with the departure of a hundred professionals from the National Security Council--and each of these events has its own complex history and its own explanation, but--the net effect of them has been, as I see it, to disempower the more inherited Republican Party. And the test for that is support for Ukraine.

And [the effect is] to empower--I wouldn't call them the Vance faction, because they're not necessarily Vance's particular people, but they're--people who share his view and the Musk view and the Thiel view and the Tucker Carlson view of, America is just another predatory great power with no friends. And there are no moral constraints on American action. And by the way, if the president steals or extorts or takes bribes, that's not a problem from an American foreign-policy point of view. In fact, that's kind of a feature. That's a microcosm of the way the whole country is going to treat the rest of the world.

That's the way the administration is going. And, again, Vance doesn't exactly articulate it. I don't know that these are people who are loyal to him. I don't know how much personal say he has in saying, This person leaves the Defense Department, and this person comes in, but add it all up, and it's the administration becoming more Vance-like all the time.

And maybe the question of who he is and why he is doesn't matter very much. Maybe we just need to understand what he's doing and what is happening around him.

Packer: Well, I was interested in who he is, because I'm interested in human character, but I think if you simply are interested in the present and future of the country, of course, you're right. What matters is what they do and what they are willing to do.

That's the thing that frightens me about Vance, is not only what he's doing now--and perhaps he is having a hand in the purging of those internationalist Republicans who are the last of that dying breed in the Trump administration--but what he's willing to do, because he does seem willing to do or say a great deal that you would never have anticipated 10 years ago or even five years ago. And whether or not we should be judging him morally, he is constantly invoking morality in what he does and invoking his Catholicism in what he does.

He was in Rome just twice in the last few weeks, the first time as the last foreign leader to see Pope Francis before he died and then one of the first foreign leaders to sit down with Pope Leo. So there's a kind of moral story that he wants to tell, which is the story of the return of the oppressed. And those oppressed are not just any oppressed--they're his oppressed. But [it's] to justify, as I said earlier, almost any policy, any cruelty, any violation of, whether it's the Constitution, the law, or just decency, including sending, first, noncitizens and then possibly citizens to foreign gulags. So that's all of that somehow in the name of making this class of Americans the center of our life.

Again, once you've decided that that's your mission, then there really isn't much of a limit, because you have a moral justification in your own mind. And I do think the administration--I mean, Trump, was already there, so it's not as though Vance is pushing Trump in this direction. Vance has aligned himself with this direction and has said essentially to Trump and to the country, In four years, in three years, I will be the reincarnation. I will be the next installment of this brutal, narrow vision of what America is--this bully, great power, this Russia of the West that simply does what's in its interest and has no friends, no allies, and is just looking out for the next deal.

And that means that we will be looking at more of it in the indefinite future from the Republican side because Vance is the heir apparent, and there he will allow no daylight between himself and Trump.

Frum: There was a saying in the days of the Habsburg monarchy that ruled Austro-Hungarian [empire] from 18th, 19th century, that the Austro-Hungarian monarchy was a system of despotism mitigated by Schlamperei, which is a Viennese German word that translates as a "slovenliness," but funny, desperate, doesn't admit it. So the saving grace of Trump is always the slovenliness, the carelessness--that he has an executive order to cancel the free-trade agreement with South Korea; his top economic aide steals the executive order off his desk before he can sign it, and then he forgets all about it because he's consumed with Shark Week. I mean, it's not a very appealing escape clause, but it did provide some relief, especially in the first term. He was just so chaotic and incompetent and forgetful and didn't have object permanence.

There's no slovenliness with J. D. Vance. I mean, now, he has probably less of a connection to the actual vote. For all the talk of "my people," they probably like him a lot less than they like Donald Trump. They may do less for him. They may be less likely to turn out for them. But he is an ideologue, and he may be more than a believer. And his people serve as a justification for the ideologue. He's not actually serving them, but he's invoking them to justify what he wants to do.

He may be the most ideological person in one of the two top jobs. I'm trying to think of who would be the previous example of someone who was. I mean, Reagan was pretty Reagan ideological--

Packer: Reagan.

Frum: --but it was tempered by his good nature.

Packer: --and long experience and practicality. Yeah, pragmatism. Sure.

Yeah, I think that's right. He is an ideologue, and he reads--at least claims; his friends say. You know, in the Marine Corps, they talked about [Christopher] Hitchens and Ayn Rand and even Locke and Hobbes, and before he ditched the classical liberal writers for Tolkien and C. S. Lewis and the new right of Patrick Deneen, who he considers a kind of mentor, I think.

Yes, he's an ideologue. And what is it that motivates his ideology? I find it hard to describe it in any positive terms. I think it's motivated by the enemies who he hates. What groups are the outgroups? What groups need to be punished because they have somehow betrayed America, whether it's Harvard or Paul, Weiss law firm or the bureaucracy in Washington.

And so there is that kind of malignant impulse to hurt, to punish, that seems to drive him more than any shining vision. And that's always been true of Trump at the moments when he is capable of articulating anything. Vance articulates it all the time because he is disciplined and intelligent and hardworking, and actually has thought through who he hates and why he hates them. And that's maybe--what you're saying, it seems, David, is that there's more to worry about in three or four years, even, than there is now.

Frum: Well, I don't know that I would say that, because the lack of, I think in the end, the thing that's going to maybe be his great impediment--I don't know what the lord of the world will think about the various patterns of vices in Trump's nature versus Vance's.

But the ideologues and intellectuals tend not to go far in American politics. It may be that Trump is successful precisely because of the part of him that is chaotic and the Schlamperei, not the despotism. And when Vance says, I've got my five-year plan for American purification, that's--we are here for the show. This sounds like work.

Anyway, your last statement was so powerful. I would almost want to end it there, but let me give you the last word. Is there something that we haven't said here that you'd like to say before we wrap all of this up?

Packer: Really, David, just that, for me, it's a deep satisfaction that you and I are sitting here having a really lively, interesting conversation about this man. You and I go back to college. We were rivals. We both were columnists for the school paper, and we probably named each other in our columns. And over the years, we went far apart--right and left--and then maybe came back a bit toward the center, both of us. And I have so many memories of seeing you at different intervals, especially after William F. Buckley [Jr.]'s funeral, when you told me, you know, If it's going to be Palin, I'm not sure I can be for the Republican ticket, which was the first time I'd heard you say anything like it.

And you have made a very--I've got to say this--a courageous journey in which you were alone or could have been all alone for long periods of time and lost friends, I'm sure lost homes, institutional homes, lost a kind of identity. And you've made a new one, which is as a truth teller. And what you've been saying today is, I feel, the kind of the sharp, hard edge of someone who's been refined by loss and by this journey into someone who, when you open your mouth, I think truths come out that are pretty painful and that are worth listening to. And so here we are in our 60s, 45 years after we met, still talking, and maybe talking almost as fluently as we did when we were young.

So I just want to say thanks for having me on your show.

Frum: Well, thank you. No, the memories go very deep. I hope we're talking less fluently, but more worth listening to than we spoke 45 years ago.

Packer: Please let that be the case. I do not go back and look at those columns, and I hope you don't either. We need to keep our eyes on the future.

Frum: Thank God we lived before the internet. That was our greatest privilege.

Packer: Exactly.

Frum: George, thank you for making the time today.

Packer: Thanks for having me, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to George Packer for joining me today. George Packer is a colleague of mine at The Atlantic, and if you like George's work and want to support it--if you want to support the work of all of us at The Atlantic, the best way to do that is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I hope you'll consider doing so if you don't do so already.

And of course, please subscribe to and share this program on whatever platform you like best.

Before I wrap up with the concluding thoughts of this program, I need to make a correction of something that was said mistakenly on last week's program, on Episode 7. A listener flagged this error in my discussion with former National Security Adviser Susan Rice. Susan Rice referred to Canada, or described Canada, as a participant in the Vietnam War, alongside the United States. Canada was not a combatant in the Vietnam War, as was mistakenly stated. Now, thousands of individual Canadians saw combat in Vietnam as volunteers in the United States armed forces, by some estimates, as many as 40,000. And more than 100 Canadians fell in action in Vietnam, fighting with the United States. But unlike Australia, and unlike Canada's own role in the Korean War, Canada was not a belligerent nation in Vietnam.

As we conclude the program, I want to finish with some thoughts about an important new book by Financial Times columnist Edward Luce. The book is a biography of Zbigniew Brzezinski, who served as national security adviser under President Carter in the late 1970s.

The book is called Zbig: [The Life of] Zbigniew Brzezinski, America's Great Power Prophet. Now, Zbigniew Brzezinski died in 2017, at the age of 89. His lifelong friend and rival Henry Kissinger, who made it all the way to 100, jokingly said at the end of his life, This is so tragic. He was so full of promise to be cut off so young.

That jokey remark sums up a comparison and a contrast that might serve us well to think about in these times. Zbigniew Brzezinski and Henry Kissinger were both exiles: Henry Kissinger, a German Jew driven into exile by the Nazis; Brzezinski, an aristocratic Polish family also driven into exile by the Second World War, cut off from their homeland of the Second World War, and then permanently exiled by communism.

These exiles from different traditions reached the very highest levels of the American power structure. They both served as national security adviser--Kissinger as secretary of state as well. But they're both very different men with very different outlooks. And it's that contrast that I want to talk about.

It's not the whole subject of Edward Luce's book, which takes you all through Brzezinski's fascinating life and deals with many of its most-important challenges in the Carter administration and after. But I want to focus on this one thing: The best book to my mind--the book I like best--about Henry Kissinger is a book by a writer named Barry Gewen called The Inevitability of Tragedy. And it describes Kissinger's worldview being formed by the experience of being driven into exile by his neighbors, the people that he grew up amongst turning against him and his family for no rational reason they could see. And although he found refuge in America, he was never entirely confident that Americans were altogether different from the Germans who had driven him into exile.

He was a remarkably pessimistic student of American life and always believed that something could go badly wrong here. And in all of his management of American foreign affairs and all of his advice to presidents, that undercurrent of doubt and despair and anxiety is present. Kissinger was the very opposite of utopian. Sometimes he sold America a little short as a result, and he never took seriously--and in fact, to the extent he took it seriously, he disliked--the concept of the ideals and principles of America being a driving force in how the country could, should, and would act.

Brzezinski, as Luce describes him, was very different. Although he, too, started a life of tragedy--lost his country, could never return--he came to believe very much in the promise and ideals of America. Although not idealistic in the way we use that language, he always was optimistic that America could and would prevail. Henry Kissinger saw the Cold War as an enduring problem to manage; Brzezinski thought the United States could and would win. Kissinger doubted that democracy was better than other systems; Brzezinski believed that it would be not only morally better, but actually practically better too.

Now, the dialogue between these two men will be with us forever, much like the Thomas Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton dialogue. We'll find in future generations sources of truth in both of them, and we'll constantly need to check our instincts, one against the other. Sometimes it'll be Kissinger's pessimism we need to hear; sometimes, Brzezinski's optimism. But at this moment, when the future of the country seems so doubtful, when American power is being used for such bad ends, it's a great moment to rediscover this man who, through all the realism he learned from hard experience, never stopped believing in the possibility of America.

He believed that America could and would prevail against enemies, internal and external. I think we need a little of that faith, too, which is why I so enjoyed this book this week. Thank you so much for joining me on The David Frum Show. I'll see you in this place again next week. I hope you'll return.

Thank you.

[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.
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A Film That Captures a 'Friend Breakup'

In the movie <em>Friendship</em>, one man will stop at nothing to get his bro back.

by Shirley Li




Men will literally, as the meme goes, do anything to avoid therapy. They'll start wars. They'll become obsessed with the Roman empire. They'll join more improv teams than they could possibly need. The meme captures the exaggerated nature of the "male-loneliness epidemic" narrative: Despite a recent study finding that American men and women are roughly equally lonely, the idea that men are especially unable to cope with social isolation persists.

But for Craig Waterman, the protagonist of the new film Friendship, male loneliness is no myth. Played by the comedian Tim Robinson--best known as the mastermind behind the sketch-comedy series I Think You Should Leave--Craig is, to put it mildly, dreadful at making friends. He's an intrusive thought in human form, the embodiment of the speed bump he had the city install on his street. He's a tightly wound collection of eccentricities attempting to come off as an everyman, and as such, his co-workers can't stand him. His teenage son won't go see the "new Marvel" with him. Even his wife, Tami (played by Kate Mara), would rather hang out with her ex-boyfriend. In other words, Craig is a weirdo who's perfectly in keeping with Robinson's oeuvre of over-the-top characters: He knows he's not fitting in, but he desperately wants to anyway. That he fails again and again to perform a more socially acceptable version of himself leaves him anxious, frustrated, and at times enraged.

It's no wonder, then, that Craig can't seem to accept when a relationship is over. Friendship traces how Craig and his neighbor Austin (Paul Rudd), a jovial weatherman, quickly bond and then break apart. At first, the pair get along beautifully: Craig goes to see Austin perform with his band, and Austin takes Craig mushroom foraging. But when Craig ruins an evening with Austin's buddies, Austin cuts him off. Craig's attempts to repair their closeness only make the situation worse before veering into the bizarre. The result is a film that's both funny and unnerving; it examines the absurdity of modern male-bonding rituals and the lengths a person will go to get someone else, especially a new friend, to like them.

Read: An unlikely model for male friendship

Friendship often plays like a horror movie; the director, Andrew DeYoung, deploys techniques that shroud the story in suspense: dramatic cinematography, slow zooms, an off-putting lo-fi score. Robinson, meanwhile, has a knack for pulling faces that make him seem harmless yet somehow creepy. In an early scene, when Craig watches Austin perform, he imagines himself as the band's drummer. Craig's open-mouthed, wide-eyed expression can be interpreted as admiration, but it can also scan as obsession. He looks like he is about to start drooling.

The film is full of visual gags like that, many of which do little to move the plot forward. A guy named Jimp has to repeat his name multiple times before Craig understands him. When Craig tries a recreational drug, he hallucinates about wandering into a Subway sandwich shop; what follows made me laugh so much that I teared up. At work, Craig fills his coffee mug to the brim, shuffles through the office hallways trying not to spill a drop, and then stiffly sips from the rim during a meeting. These scenes come off as irrelevant sketches shoehorned into the story, but they capture how Craig perceives the world around him. Even in the most normal of circumstances, his social awkwardness leads to him doing or fixating on something unusual--and then struggling to understand why others don't see his point of view.

Yet Robinson never makes Craig out to be a complete outcast--he's just a guy who's baffled by how people get along. His deceptively nuanced performance makes Friendship somewhat compassionate as a study of how exhausting social mores can be to grasp. On the disastrous night when he meets Austin's friends, for instance, Craig copies everyone around him, grabbing a beer, delivering self-deprecating jokes, and agreeing to some casual sparring. But when he punches his new pal hard enough to make him fall over, the other men's silence befuddles him. Wasn't that what they'd wanted him to do, in cheering him on so enthusiastically? Later in the film, Craig takes Tami out on a date that, unbeknownst to her, involves exploring a hidden network of underground tunnels; he had so much fun trekking through them with Austin. Tami dislikes the experience, however, leaving Craig confused. Why is an adventure okay in one context and not in another? Would she have enjoyed herself if she were with someone who more easily commanded respect, like Austin? Is Craig really the problem--or are the unspoken expectations defining human interaction the actual culprits?

Read: How the passionate male friendship died

Friendship doesn't really pursue any answers to those questions, and the film is too slight and scattershot to be able to offer illuminating insights. Instead, it fearlessly--and wackily--reckons with how confounding people can be in their bid for one another's approval: at work, at home, at their new friend's house while dressed in their finest Ocean View Dining clothing. (It's the only brand that fits Craig just right.) More than anything, Robinson delivers a fantastic showcase for his particular brand of humor. His shtick--characters who seem like average middle-aged men until they open their mouth--has won him a cult following, but it's likely not for everyone. For those who prefer less cringe, well, take it from Craig himself: There's a new Marvel out.
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The Administration Takes a Hatchet to the NSC

Friday night's firings will make the next crisis that much more dangerous.

by Thomas Wright




At 4:20 p.m. on the Friday before Memorial Day, Brian McCormack, the National Security Council chief of staff, sent an email to more than 100 staffers telling them that they had 30 minutes to clear out their desk. Nearly all were people the Trump administration had hired to the NSC.

President Donald Trump has been gunning for the NSC since 2019, during his first term in office, when two staffers filed a whistleblower complaint about his call with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky and got him impeached. On Friday, White House officials told Axios that the NSC is plagued by unnecessary committees and meetings that slow down decision making, and that the council is a needless check on the president's power. One official called the NSC "the ultimate Deep State. It's Marco vs. the Deep State. We're gutting the Deep State."

That is a very strange way to characterize the arm of the government that exists to make sure the others are carrying out the president's agenda. In dismantling the NSC, Trump is not only removing part of his government's brain but creating real risk should a crisis strike. That's because the council has two core functions based in congressional statute: One is to advise the president on national security and foreign policy, and the other is to coordinate the work of agencies and departments in executing the policies he chooses.

So why do Trump officials think the NSC staff is unnecessary or harmful? The one quoted by Axios went on to say: "If you have officials fighting each other and their agencies always involved in turf wars, you maybe need this process. That's not what you have here. Rubio, Bessent, Hegseth, Bondi--all of them know each other and like each other, and they know they're there to execute the president's will."

Read: Inside the fiasco at the National Security Council

It is nice to hear that Trump officials all get along, and that the rumors to the contrary are false. But the point of the NSC process is not simply to resolve clashes of personality. I served in the NSC for almost three years under President Joe Biden, as the head of the strategic-planning directorate, and I had a bird's-eye view of the entire bureaucratic process.

No one loves committees, but that doesn't mean they're unnecessary. In a typical week, a committee of deputy Cabinet secretaries meets two or three times in the Situation Room, to discuss issues of the highest priority to the president. No phones or electronic devices are allowed. Lower-level committees meet to prepare groundwork. Occasionally, if significant differences emerge among departments, Cabinet officials will meet--imagine the Houthi-strike Signal group, but in a classified space, with real preparation.

This doesn't involve as many people as you might think. The NSC policy staff stood at 186 at the end of Biden's term, larger than in Trump's first term but smaller than under George W. Bush or Barack Obama. These people are spread across about 20 different directorates, and drawn from across the government. Some directorates are charged with covering different regions or specific issues: technology, energy, intelligence, defense. Most of the people let go on Friday were career civil servants working in these directorates.

The White House briefings implied that these people were the tools of the "deep state," sent to slow down the decision-making process and work against the president from the inside. But no one is sent to the NSC in that sense. The president and his national security adviser appoint the council's senior directors. These political appointees then pick directors to work on their teams--usually civil servants with the type of expertise and skills they believe the president will need to implement his agenda. The directorates often take the president's overarching ideas and convert them into nuts-and-bolts policy: AUKUS (the pact with Australia and the U.K. on nuclear-powered submarines), key elements of the CHIPS Act (which invested in the domestic manufacturing of semiconductors), the effort to roll back China's overseas bases, and the technology-export controls on China all originated in the NSC.

The NSC is a crucial tool for the president in a moment of crisis. Russia's invasion of Ukraine in 2022, for example, called for a policy response spanning much of the U.S. government. The Biden administration's policy mobilized sanctions, weapons, diplomacy, and intelligence cooperation; it required coordination or communication with Europe, China, the Middle East, Congress, and the press. To make all of this  happen, National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan met daily with senior NSC staffers, not only to solve immediate problems, but also to figure out what more could be done to advance the president's objectives. The NSC was behind the move to get Ukraine sufficient numbers of air-defense missiles; it came up with an inventive scheme to generate funds for Ukraine out of Russian sovereign assets without seizing them outright; and it recommended the strategic declassification of intelligence to pressure Russia.

Trump, of course, could use his NSC to advance very different goals than Biden did. That's as it should be. But he has opted instead to divest himself of this tool. He has a few senior directors left--an unspecified number were fired on Friday, and others have been let go over the past couple of months--and each oversees a massive portfolio. The Europe directorate alone covers about 50 countries, including Russia and Turkey. These senior directors are now largely on their own. They have hardly anyone to draft policy guidance, review speeches, or be the first point of contact for embassies.

Those who oppose Trump may welcome these cuts, precisely because they reduce the ability of this president to destroy and remake U.S. foreign policy. Decimating the NSC removes a layer of White House oversight from the departments engaged in foreign affairs, which could mean strengthening them relative to Trump: If Rubio is truly a temporary national security adviser, there for just six months, the gutting of the NSC will weaken his successor and strengthen his influence as secretary of state. The Pentagon, Treasury Department, Department of Homeland Security, Central Intelligence Agency, and other agencies could likewise set up their own mini-foreign policies, each based on the Cabinet secretary's interpretation of what they heard from the president, whether in a meeting, a side conversation, or a Truth Social post.

Not only would this produce a chaotic and likely ineffective U.S. foreign policy, but the administration could run into some serious trouble with contingency planning. The NSC staff normally flags things that could go wrong and pulls together high-level working groups called "tiger teams" to prepare plans for worst-case scenarios. The Biden administration ran tiger teams for Ukraine, various Taiwan scenarios, and a widening of the war in the Middle East. At least one looming crisis now deserves that type of attention.

Read: Inside the fight over Trump's foreign policy

On April 1 and 2, China carried out a maritime exercise called Strait-Thunder 2025A, for a quarantine of Taiwan and attacks on its military installations. Senior officials in the U.S. and allied nations saw this as a clear warning that China may be preparing a major action short of an invasion against Taiwan. It could, for example, impose a customs zone on Taiwan, whereby Beijing would control everything going in and out of it. The United States depends on Taiwan for semiconductor chips vital to the AI race--something the Trump administration is particularly concerned about--and a quarantine or customs zone would wreak havoc with that.

In any other administration, the NSC would run a tiger team for such an eventuality. Two senior directors would convene senior officials from all departments and the military, who would then come up with options for deterring China from taking any such action, for making sure the U.S. gets advance notice if China does act, and for responding in a manner that would frustrate China's effort. The team would consider sanctions, diplomacy, and military options. It would scrutinize the plans of the departments. Deputies and principals would then discuss the tiger team's plan and make adjustments. If China struck, America would be as ready as it could be.

The kind of coordination the NSC provides, whether in anticipating crises or responding to them, does not happen automatically, even when Cabinet officials get along with one another. And no single department or agency can replace the NSC's role, because none has a sufficient overview of the whole field, or of all the tools the U.S. government can bring to bear. If one department did take the lead over all the others, it would likely be biased in favor of using the tools it controls and advancing its institutional interests.

Trump seems to think that he doesn't need any of this, that he knows what to do in any circumstance and doesn't need "options" and "recommendations" served up to him. In his mind, he just needs a small team to carry out his orders. But if China makes a move against Taiwan, especially if it is novel and unexpected, Trump may find himself asking what choices he has. If the plans have not been prepared, he will not be able to choose among them. Instead, the country will be dangerously exposed, relying solely on the president's gut instinct on a subject he knows little about.
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How a Recession Might Tank American Romance

Historically, in dark times people have sought love. But today might be different.

by Faith Hill




Life was bleak, bleak, bleak: Soup-kitchen lines ran for blocks. Teenagers walked across the nation on foot, looking for work. Parents fashioned cardboard soles for their children's little shoes. This was the Great Depression, and Americans were suffering. But many of them did have one thing to look forward to: dating. Young people still went to movies and dances; they shared ice-cream sundaes or Coca-Colas. (They called the latter a "Coke date.") Not everyone could manage such luxuries, Beth Bailey, a University of Kansas historian and the author of From Front Porch to Back Seat: Courtship in Twentieth-Century America, told me. But for those who could, she said, the rendezvous were a "respite from all the grimness."

Even in this country's darkest economic times, romance has offered a little light. In the 1930s, more jobs opened up for single women; with money of their own, more could move away from family, providing newfound freedom to date, Joanna Scutts, a historian and writer, told me. Nearly a century later, a 2009 New York Times article cited online-dating companies, matchmakers, and dating-event organizers reporting a spike in interest after the 2008 financial crash. One dating-site executive claimed a similar surge had happened in 2001, during a previous economic recession. "When you're not sure what's coming at you," Pepper Schwartz, a University of Washington sociologist then working for PerfectMatch.com, told the Times, "love seems all the more important."

Now, once again, people aren't sure what's coming at them. Many consumers have been rattled by the Trump administration's erratic trade policies. And although the chances of an actual recession have declined since the president eased off some of his more aggressive tariff positions, J. P. Morgan Research still estimates the possibility at 40 percent. Meanwhile, the United States is facing another kind of recession: a romance recession. Marriage rates are going down; the number of single adults is going up. Based on trends from past eras, one might expect economic unease to give the dating market a jolt. But the way people view romance has shifted dramatically since 2008. Americans today may not be as likely as they once were to seek solace in love. This time, if an economic recession is coming, it might make the romance recession even worse.



Dating has always been expensive. Going out to a restaurant or bar or movie theater costs money; getting there might require a car; taking someone home is trickier if you can't afford to not have roommates (or if your roommates are your parents). Some people still prioritize romance in rocky times--but a lot of Americans these days are letting financial anxiety deter them. In 2022, Dating.com surveyed single people about how inflation and economic uncertainty were influencing their love lives; nearly half of respondents said they'd refrained from scheduling a date in order to save money. In a 2024 poll from LendingTree, an online lending marketplace, 65 percent of participants said inflation had affected their dating life; 81 percent said they believed that dating might be easier if they had more money.

In some sense, sure, dating is easier if you have more money. But wouldn't someone with less money be more intent on finding a partner to struggle alongside?

Read: How to prepare for a recession

Today, maybe not: People might want to weather the storm before searching for love. As the sociologist Andrew Cherlin has argued, marriage was once seen as a step toward adulthood; spouses strived to build a future--and a flush bank account--together. Now, more often, marriage is seen as the culmination of the maturing process: a "trophy" earned once you've figured out everything else--including your finances.

In one recent study, researchers asked participants making different incomes how much they desired a relationship and how ready they felt for one; six months later, they checked in to see whether those subjects had started dating someone. Johanna Peetz, a psychologist at Carleton University in Ottawa who worked on the project, told me that she and her co-author thought a higher income might make single life easier and more fun--and partnership seem less necessary. In reality, the participants making the least were the ones who viewed coupledom as only a distant priority, and who were less likely to enter a relationship. They seemed to "really want a stable base," Peetz said, "before they start looking for a partner."

Something else has changed too. More people, stressed about their finances, may now see romance not as a fun distraction or a balm, but as a stressor in itself.

Economic insecurity, researchers have found, tends to make people more risk-averse. That might not affect your dating game if going out with someone doesn't feel so scary, or if you're nervous but expect that the butterflies might lead to something beautiful. Today, though, people may be more wary of letting other people in. In recent years, researchers have clocked a growing discomfort with emotional intimacy and a drop in social trust. In 1972, the first year the General Social Survey was conducted, 46 percent of participants in that poll agreed that "most people can be trusted"; earlier this month, Pew Research Center reported that, in a poll it conducted in 2023-24, only 34 percent of people said the same.

Straight people might be especially hesitant to put themselves out there. Suspicion between men and women seems to be on the rise. The Survey Center on American Life found that from 2017 to 2023, the number of women who said they feared being sexually assaulted had increased steeply. And a lot of women, for various reasons, really are having bad romantic experiences; in a YouGov poll from February, 44 percent of men said they'd been on a "terrible" date--while 57 percent of women said the same. Many of them might want to depend on a partner. They also might doubt that dating will yield one, at least not easily.

For young adults in particular, an economic recession could be a disaster for romance. Gen Z is, overall, a financially anxious cohort. Leading up to the 2024 election, young adults across races and party affiliations rated inflation as their top concern. In the aftermath of that election, I talked with Meghan Grace, a co-author of Generation Z: A Century in the Making, and she summarized what she sees as this group's consistent, underlying concern: "I just want to feel safe." That attitude applies to finances but also to romantic risk. In a 2023 survey from the dating app Hinge, more than half of Gen Z users said they'd let the fear of rejection hold them back from pursuing someone; 44 percent had "little to no dating experience."

Read: Teens are forgoing a classic rite of passage

Even if an actual recession doesn't hit, economic angst isn't likely to disappear soon. And the romance recession isn't likely to reverse itself either. The mood may remain, for a while, distinctly unsexy. "Overall, I guess my message really is, Oh, you better buckle up," Peetz told me. "It's definitely not gonna be a dating boom."

Being single is expensive. But no one can will a suitable partner into existence--and making romance work really can be harder with less wealth. In studies, people perform worse on cognitive-processing tasks when their funds are low: Some of their headspace seems to be occupied by worrying. "You need cognitive resources to take the perspective of your partner, to communicate with your partner," Peetz said, "and to do all kinds of things that help relationship quality."

Holding off on the slog of modern dating could mean conserving emotional and financial reserves. It could mean leaning instead on long-known loved ones and strengthening those bonds. Partnership may once have felt like a relatively safe bet in an otherwise precarious world. Now, for many people, it's just one more thing that they can't depend on.



  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 Trump Presidency's World-Historical Heist

He is taking self-enrichment to a scale never seen before in America.

by David Frum




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


During his first presidency, Donald Trump collected millions of dollars of other people's money. He charged the taxpayer nearly $2 million to protect him during the hundreds of times he visited his own properties. He accepted millions of dollars of campaign-related funds from Republican candidates who sought his favor. His businesses collected at least $13 million from foreign governments over his first term in office.

When it was all over, Trump apparently decided he had been thinking too small. In his first term, he made improper millions. In his second term, he is reaching for billions: a $2 billion investment by a United Arab Emirates state-owned enterprise in the Binance crypto exchange using the Trump family's stablecoin asset. An unknown number of billions placed by Qatar in a Trump-family real-estate development in that emirate, topped by the gift of a 747 luxury jet for the president's personal use in office and afterward. Government-approved support for a Trump golf course in Vietnam while its leaders were negotiating with the United States for relief from Trump tariffs. Last week, Trump hosted more than 200 purchasers of his meme coin, many of them apparently foreign nationals, for a private dinner, with no disclosure of the names of those who had paid into his pocket for access to the president's time and favor.

The record of Trump real-estate and business projects is one of almost unbroken failure; from 1991 to 2009, his companies filed for bankruptcy six times. Few if any legitimate investors entrusted their money to Trump's businesses when he was out of office. But since his return to the White House, Trump has been inundated with cash from Middle Eastern governments. Obscure Chinese firms are suddenly buying millions of dollars' worth of Trump meme coins. So are American companies hard-hit by the Trump tariffs and desperately seeking access and influence. After Trump invited major holders of his crypto funds to dinner, Wired quoted a crypto analyst about the coin's value proposition: "Before, you were speculating on a TRUMP coin with no utility. Now you're speculating on future access to Trump. That has to be worth a bit more money."

Nothing like this has been attempted or even imagined in the history of the American presidency. Throw away the history books; discard feeble comparisons to scandals of the past. There is no analogy with any previous action by any past president. The brazenness of the self-enrichment resembles nothing seen in any earlier White House. This is American corruption on the scale of a post-Soviet republic or a postcolonial African dictatorship.

Paul Rosenzweig: American corruption

One of Trump's tricks, throughout his career in office or competing for it, has been to depict the U.S. political system as corrupt from top to bottom. Here's how the method works.

In August 2015, Fox News hosted the first of the 2016 Republican-primary debates. Trump then led the polls, but he was still generally dismissed as a novelty candidate, certain to fade as summer turned to autumn and the contest became more serious. After all, Trump had briefly led the polls of prospective candidates in 2011 too, but never entered the race. Trump was asked a question that must have looked deadly when it was drafted by the Fox hosts:

Mr. Trump, it's not just your past support for single-payer health care. You've also supported a host of other liberal policies; you've also donated to several Democratic candidates, Hillary Clinton included, Nancy Pelosi. You explained away those donations, saying you did that to get business-related favors. And you said recently, quote, "When you give, they do whatever the hell you want them to do."


The trap set for Trump in this seemingly damning choice is either to justify his support for liberal causes or to condemn himself as a crook who paid bribes for corrupt favors. Trump answered:

I will tell you that our system is broken. I gave to many people. Before this, before two months ago, I was a businessman. I give to everybody. When they call, I give. And you know what? When I need something from them, two years later, three years later, I call them. They are there for me. And that's a broken system.


The moderator tried to close the trap: "So what did you get from Hillary Clinton and Nancy Pelosi?"

Trump nimbly pivoted and thrust the likely Democratic Party nominee into the trap instead: "I'll tell you what. With Hillary Clinton, I said, 'Be at my wedding,' and she came to my wedding. You know why? She had no choice! Because I gave."

Suddenly, a potentially damning image--of Trump grinning for the cameras alongside Bill and Hillary Clinton--was converted from a vulnerability into a weapon. Trump did not care if listeners thought ill of him, so long as they thought equally badly of everyone else. If all were crooked, then the most shameless crook might present himself instead as a brave truth-teller.

"Everybody does it" became Trump's all-purpose excuse. The excuse worked, to the extent it did, because of widespread disinformation about the "everybody," the "does," and the "it." If Trump and his supporters can defame others, they can dull voters' awareness of the astounding and horrible uniqueness of Trump's corruption.

Listen: The most corrupt presidency in American history

Not all past presidents were great men. Many were highly flawed.

But one flaw is strikingly rare in the men who reached the presidency, even the worst of them. Very few, if any, of our past presidents used the office to gain improper wealth. Their conduct has given rise to plenty of scandals, but almost none of those scandals originated in self-enrichment of the kind that Trump has practiced since 2016.

Ask any American about the worst case of corruption in the nation's history pre-Trump, and they will likely recall the Watergate scandal that toppled President Richard Nixon in 1974. Two years earlier, burglars hired by Nixon's reelection committee had broken into the headquarters of the Democratic National Committee. They were caught. To prevent them from admitting their connection to Nixon, the president tried to mobilize government agencies to suppress the investigation and abused campaign funds to buy the burglars' silence. Officials obstructed justice and committed perjury to protect the president. In the end, some 48 people were convicted of Watergate-related crimes.

But Watergate was a scandal produced by the struggle for political power. Nixon hoped that the Democratic headquarters might yield material that would help his reelection, and his associates organized the funds to pay the operatives who got caught. Power was the prize; money was only a means.

Watergate was about "corruption" in the sense of abuse of power, not in the sense of peculation and self-dealing. Nixon certainly cared about money, and he was willing to cut corners to keep it. The investigation into Watergate found that he had underpaid his income tax by $432,000 during his presidency. But the money was not gained by bribery or extortion, and the sums were relatively trivial. When Nixon left office, he was in desperate financial straits. He sold his vacation property in Florida and submitted to more than 28 hours of television interviews with the British journalist David Frost to earn a $600,000 fee and a percentage of any profits. He recouped his fortune largely from the nine books he wrote after leaving the presidency, not from ill-gotten gains stashed away during his time in office.

Money scandals, there have been. But the presidents at the center of them have almost always been motivated by misplaced loyalty to others, rather than their personal greed. Warren Harding was no moral exemplar: Sworn to enforce the nation's laws on alcohol prohibition, he served liquor in the White House at the regular poker games he hosted. He was also a serial adulterer; one of his lovers claimed that he'd fathered a daughter with her. But even Harding's harshest critics--such as Theodore Roosevelt's daughter Alice, who despised him--regarded him as lax and stupid, rather than corrupt. "Harding," she wrote, "was not a bad man. He was just a slob." Though not a crook himself, he was surrounded by crooks. His secretary of the interior was convicted of accepting bribes to lease government oil reserves to private interests, the scandal that became known as "Teapot Dome" after a landmark feature of the main oil field in question. Harding's attorney general would later be twice indicted in another scandal, though the jury could not agree on a verdict at either trial, and was suspected of other wrongdoing too, including selling pardons to wealthy men.

Herbert Hoover, who served in Harding's Cabinet, delivered the final verdict:

Harding had a dim realization that he had been betrayed by a few of the men whom he had trusted, by men whom he believed were his devoted friends. It was later proved in the courts of the land that these men had betrayed not alone the friendship and trust of their staunch and loyal friend but they had betrayed their country. That was the tragedy of the life of Warren Harding.


Ulysses S. Grant likewise indulged and protected crooks, including a close aide and friend, Orville Babcock. Babcock served as the equivalent of a chief of staff in the White House, and was accused of participating in the "Whiskey Ring," as a criminal conspiracy to underreport liquor sales became known. Grant attested to Babcock's innocence and helped him escape punishment. Yet Grant did not profit from the whiskey scheme, or from any of the other "rings" that tainted his presidency.

Not unlike Harding, Grant could be naively trusting of former comrades in arms. He believed that men who had been brave in war must also be honest in peace--and that anyone who claimed otherwise was a slanderer.




Again, neither Grant, nor Harding, nor Nixon operated a personal business from the White House. Other presidents and their associates did on occasion accept gifts unwisely. President Dwight Eisenhower lost his chief of staff because the man had accepted an expensive coat and a valuable rug from a favor-seeker. But the gratuities were small and personal, and seldom involved cash. No predecessor of Trump's ever violated the explicit constitutional prohibition on accepting gifts of considerable value from a foreign power.

Many presidents have tolerated or endured profit-seeking by relatives. Plenty of political families have a Hunter Biden. Jimmy Carter ranks among the most financially scrupulous men ever to have held the presidency, yet he had his embarrassing brother, Billy, who was investigated by Congress for influence-peddling on behalf of the terrorist Libyan regime of Muammar Qaddafi (he was a registered lobbyist for Libya).

By one hostile tally, Grant bestowed government perks on 42 of his relatives, a degree of nepotism that helped make corruption an important issue in the election of 1872. The Republican senator and legendary civil-rights champion Charles Sumner was disgusted with Grant's patronage and instead endorsed his opponent, Horace Greeley. President Franklin D. Roosevelt's son James also traded on his father's position. In 1938, The Saturday Evening Post published a detailed expose of James's insider dealing.

The Trump family's exploitation of the presidency, however, has no precedent in the Grants or the Roosevelts or any of the presidential families that followed.

One difference is scale. James Roosevelt made a lot of money by Depression standards, but he did not score dynastic wealth. The Grant relations got government jobs--very cozy, but again, not dynastic wealth. Billy Carter was paid $220,000, which, even adjusting for half a century of inflation, seems hardly worth the brouhaha. The Trumps, by contrast, are using the second-term presidency to accumulate billions of dollars.

The second difference is the degree of separation from the president himself. Hunter Biden traded on his father's name, but the Republican-chaired committee that went looking into the matter found no link either to President Biden's decisions or to his personal bank account. But President Trump remains the beneficial owner of the Trump enterprises nominally run by his sons. The ill-gotten gains flow directly to him.

The third difference is the utter lack of conscience in this presidential family. When George H. W. Bush ran for president in 1988, he wrote a letter to his sons warning, "You'll find you've got a lot of new friends." Those friends, the elder Bush predicted, would ask for favors. "My plea is this: please do not contact any federal agency or department on anything." Franklin D. Roosevelt was not so strict. Yet when James's business affairs blew up into a scandal, James published his income-tax returns, submitted to press interviews, and resigned from his role as a White House adviser. He moved to California, volunteered for active duty in the Marine Corps in 1940, and was decorated with the Navy Cross for valor in battle. As for Harding, he came to feel ashamed of his own presidency. According to Nicholas Murray Butler, the then-president of Columbia University and an important figure in Republican politics in the early 20th century, Harding confessed to him: "I am not fit for this office and should never have been here." This is even more true of Trump, but Trump would never have the self-knowledge or grace to admit it.

Derek Thompson: The story of the Gilded Age wasn't wealth. It was corruption.

The Framers of the U.S. Constitution were haunted by many fears, but nothing terrified them more than corrupt foreign interference in the affairs of the young republic. They had read in their Thucydides and their Polybius how foreign bribery undermined the Greek city-states. The American Founders were keenly aware of their proximity to the empires of Britain, France, and Spain, each richer and stronger than the nascent United States. The emoluments clause of the Constitution, which forbade officeholders from receiving any kind of foreign gift without permission from Congress, was their safeguard to answer that terror of interference.

Today, the United States is rich and powerful. Rather than wait for a foreign government to offer emoluments, a corrupt U.S. president can extract them. The emoluments clause depends on congressional enforcement, backed by the ultimate sanction of impeachment and removal. And if Congress does not enforce it? Then public opinion remains the only sanction. Cynics deny that public opinion matters, but Trump is not one of them. His belief in how much popular disgust for corruption matters is precisely why he and his supporters worked so hard to promote dark legends about rivals: the Bushes, the Clintons, the Bidens. Those stories were not based on nothing, but the closer anyone looked, the less there was to see.

The Trump story, by contrast, is almost too big to see, too upsetting to confront. If we faced it, we'd have to do something--something proportional to the scandal of the most flagrant self-enrichment by a politician that this country, or any other, has seen in modern times.
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How America Lost Control of the Seas

Thanks to decades of misguided policy choices, the U.S. has an astonishing lack of maritime capacity.

by Arnav Rao




"He who commands the sea has command of everything," the ancient Athenian general Themistocles said. By that standard, the United States has command of very little.

America depends on ocean shipping. About 80 percent of its international trade by weight traverses the seas. The U.S. needs ships to deliver nearly 90 percent of its armed forces' supplies and equipment, including fuel, ammunition, and food. Commercial shipyard capacity is essential for surge construction of warships and sealift-support ships that transport equipment and troops in times of national emergency.

Yet the U.S. has an astonishing lack of maritime capacity. Of the tens of thousands of large vessels that dot the oceans, a mere 0.13 percent are built in the United States. China, by contrast, fulfills roughly 60 percent of all new shipbuilding orders and has amassed more than 200 times America's shipbuilding capacity.

Not only do most U.S. imports and exports travel on foreign-built ships, but those ships are owned and crewed almost exclusively by nine giant carriers based in Europe and Asia. By the end of 2024, these carriers had organized into three cartels that controlled about 90 percent of the U.S. containerized-shipping trade.

From the July 1870 issue: The shipping of the United States

After a ship arrives at a U.S. port, the crane that lifts containers from its cargo hold will probably have been made by a single Chinese corporation that produces 80 percent of all ship-to-shore cranes in the United States. China also makes 86 percent of the truck chassis onto which containers are loaded. Some 95 percent of the containers themselves are built in China.

In the early days of the pandemic, some consequences of America's loss of control over ocean shipping were suddenly thrown into relief. Foreign cartels raised the cost of spot contracts on certain shipping lanes by up to 1,000 percent while making a record $190 billion in windfall profits. They also rejected hundreds of millions of dollars' worth of U.S. agricultural exports, preferring to race back to China with empty containers to fill with more profitable Chinese imports while American-grown food rotted on the docks.

The national-security implications of America's lack of shipbuilding and shipping capacity are also becoming dire. Because so few commercial ships fly the American flag and employ American mariners, the U.S. faces a critical shortage of civilian sailors needed to crew Navy support vessels. In November 2024, the Navy confirmed that it would lay up 17 support vessels, some delivered as recently as January 2024, because of crew shortages. More alarming are shortages of support ships themselves. The U.S. would need more than 100 fuel tankers in the event of a conflict in the Pacific. It has access to about 15.

This should never have happened. In the middle of the 20th century, the U.S. had a thriving, well-regulated ocean-shipping industry. Then the country turned its back on the system that made it all possible.

At the turn of the 20th century, the ocean-shipping industry was plagued by a phenomenon known as "ruinous competition." Carriers engaged in ruthless rate wars, reasoning that even if they moved cargo often at below-average cost, this would at least help defray the high fixed cost of operating a freighter. But the strategy was unsustainable. Years of continuous losses pushed many in the industry to the brink of insolvency. To avoid total collapse, the carriers banded together to form unregulated cartels in order to reduce supply and fix prices.

The cartels provided some stability, but at the public's expense. They offered secretive rebates to large operators that agreed to ship exclusively on cartel vessels, and they often refused to deal with shippers that did business with competitors. The cartels also engaged in price discrimination, offering steep discounts and rebates to big shippers--and recouping their losses by charging higher prices to smaller shippers that lacked the power to demand favorable terms. The resulting unequal prices and access to transportation services harmed smaller manufacturers, farmers, and ports.

At the same time that cartels were squeezing U.S. shippers, the U.S. government was neglecting maritime policy. Since the end of the Civil War, the United States had refused to allocate public resources to shipbuilding, while foreign governments, especially the British, subsidized their shipping and shipbuilding steeply. By 1901, U.S.-built vessels carried a mere 8 percent of national trade, and U.S. shipyards were left with little business aside from naval contracts.

The combined results of cartelization and government inaction were perilous. After World War I broke out in Europe in 1914, Great Britain, France, and Italy immediately diverted most of their shipping capacity to support their war efforts. Because the United States was so reliant on European shipping, freight rates soared. Foreign lines increased the rate to charter a vessel or ship key goods by about 20 times.

The United States was effectively cut off from the rest of the world. As the maritime historian Salvatore R. Mercogliano noted in Sea History magazine, "The domestic economy went into a recession as goods piled up on the docks and imports stopped arriving in American ports."

In response to the emergency, Congress passed a series of bills that poured public funds into bolstering U.S. shipping and shipbuilding capacity. Both the immediate and long-term results were spectacular. Extensive public investment led to the construction of more than 2,300 vessels for World War I and more than 5,500 vessels during World War II. The United States became the world's preeminent shipbuilder, assembling vessels at a scale and speed previously unheard of. The U.S. built the Liberty-class cargo ship SS Robert E. Peary, for example, in a little more than four days during the height of World War II.

But Congress recognized that simply pouring money into maritime capacity was not enough. It needed to set market rules for ocean shipping, both to forestall destructive competition and to ensure that ocean carriers operated in the public interest. To do this, Congress created a new agency, the United States Shipping Board (later replaced by the Federal Maritime Commission), which was charged with regulating the industry like a public utility. Cartels were required to submit their operating agreements to the government, which in turn disapproved or altered agreements it found to be discriminatory or unfair. Carriers were not allowed to engage in price discrimination, offer deferred rebates, or employ other underhanded tactics that excluded competition. These laws were not always effectively enforced, but they were a significant improvement over the status quo.

During the 1980s, however, Congress and Ronald Reagan abandoned the regulated-competition approach. Reaganites argued that the FMC, which at the time had a budget of just $11.8 million, had become a bloated bureaucracy, and reasoned that the U.S. could achieve economic efficiency and lower shipping prices if ocean carriers were not required to treat all shippers equally. To that end, Congress passed a series of bills during the Reagan and Clinton administrations that stripped the FMC's ability to regulate ocean-carrier cartels.

The first-order effect was a return to the destructive competition and underhanded exploitation that had characterized the early-20th-century market. As the rise of containerization led to ever larger ships, fixed costs grew. This increased carriers' incentives to fill empty space on ships, even at steep discounts, because at least they would lose less money than if the space were unsold. Still, profits fell, and carriers turned to waves of mergers made possible by the federal government's simultaneous retreat from antitrust enforcement. In the seven years after President Ronald Reagan signed the Shipping Act of 1984, seven major carriers were snapped up by the competition, compared with just one during the entire period from 1966 to 1983.

American-flag carriers, which had higher costs than foreign counterparts, were particularly hurt by the rate wars, especially after the Reagan administration withdrew subsidies that had helped U.S. carriers defray the costs of paying crews livable wages. Foreign corporations acquired American President Lines and SeaLand, the two largest U.S. carriers at the time, in 1997 and 1999 respectively, leaving the United States with no globally competitive ocean carriers. Meanwhile, shipyards in Asia began to enjoy massive government subsidies.

From the April 1943 issue: We build ships

The consequences were nearly identical to the pattern in the early 1900s. Shipbuilding all but disappeared in the United States. Today, the U.S. produces five or fewer large commercial vessels a year, and shipyards almost exclusively rely on naval contracts. Worse, at a time of escalating tensions with China, the United States has virtually no surge capacity to build naval or sealift ships. In fact, China builds all the commercial ships that the U.S. government contracts to provide military support.

A bipartisan bill in Congress and a recent executive order seek to address the problem. The plans aim to levy tariffs on Chinese-owned ships and create new tax incentives to spur investment in shipyards, among other provisions. These ideas, though helpful, are too simplistic and small-bore. The central problem is not just inadequate investment or insufficient tariffs. It is the abandonment of a system of regulated competition that structures the industry to meet public purposes.

Restoring a robust version of that system would revive the government's ability to direct cartels to operate in the public interest. Carriers would be required to offer all shippers, big and small, similar prices and terms of service. This would ensure that market competition focuses on who provides the best products at the best prices instead of who enjoys the favor of a handful of foreign cartels. Government regulation of carriers would prevent them from excessively raising prices in times of tight capacity and engaging in ruinous price wars during times of slackening demand. Combined with robust public investment in shipping, shipbuilding, port services, and mariner training, this system would re-create the market rules we once used to address the challenge of unregulated monopolies in ocean shipping. A new era of American maritime greatness is possible.
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Trump's Tirades Aren't Swaying Putin

The president stamping his feet on social media will do nothing to quell Russia's aims.

by Tom Nichols




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


Who could forget the riveting moment, during the high Cold War tensions of the early 1980s, when President Ronald Reagan strode to the White House podium and told the American people that Soviet leader Yuri Andropov had "gone absolutely crazy." Raising his voice to a yell, Reagan thundered that Andropov was bombarding thousands of people in the middle of Europe "for no reason whatsoever" and warned Moscow that "it better stop."


No one remembers this, of course, because it didn't happen. Once upon a time, Americans expected their presidents to be steady hands. Times have changed: These quotes are from one of Donald Trump's latest rhetorical blasts on his Truth Social site. Trump wanted to let everyone know that he is very, very upset with Russian President Vladimir Putin's continuing campaign of civilian slaughter in Ukraine.

Sunday's outburst wasn't the first time that the American president publicly asked his counterpart in the Kremlin to behave himself. More than a month ago, after Putin unleashed a wave of drones and missiles on Kyiv, Trump took to Truth Social: "Not necessary, and very bad timing. Vladimir, STOP!" You could almost hear the whining, like a high schooler complaining that a member of the posse is being so embarrassing. (The Kremlin, for its part, responded yesterday to Trump's tirade by suggesting that he's suffering from "emotional overload.")

Perhaps the only moment in recent U.S.-Russia relations that approaches this kind of fecklessness occurred when then-State Department spokesperson Jen Psaki tried to shame Russia out of its 2014 invasion of Crimea with a hashtag campaign. (When the State Department tried to get #UnitedForUkraine trending, the Russian foreign ministry appropriated the slogan, turned it around to connote that Russia was united in its determination to seize Crimea, and started trolling the American government with it.) Putin didn't care then, and he won't care now.

Trump apparently still believes that he has some personal connection to Putin, that he and the Kremlin dictator are peers and he can sway his friend to come back to his senses. "I've always had a very good relationship with Vladimir Putin of Russia, but something has happened to him," Trump wrote in his post on Sunday, but this is not true, unless Trump thinks that being the obedient Renfield to Putin's charming Dracula counts as a "good" relationship. And Putin hasn't changed: He's pursuing his war as viciously as he has from the start.

What has changed, however, is that Putin's behavior is now a liability for Trump, who painted himself into a corner with laughable claims that he could end the war before he even took office, or on day one. The Russian president played along with Trump, as he has for years, because it is in Russia's interest to have an anti-American, anti-democratic force of chaos in the Oval Office, but none of that meant that Putin was going to stop the war.

One positive sign in Trump's frustration is that the American president is finally admitting that Putin is bent on the total conquest of Ukraine. "I've always said," Trump wrote, "that he wants ALL of Ukraine, not just a piece of it." This is some creative historical revisionism; Trump has long blamed former President Joe Biden and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky for the war. He also has surrounded himself with advisers and supporters who cling to the canard that Russia had some sort of legitimate security interest in attacking Ukraine, but now Putin and Trump are on the same page: The war is about Russia's attempt to absorb a neighboring state.

Trump has added Putin to the list of people responsible for the war, not because he has had an epiphany, but because (at least to judge by his message) he is, as usual, desperate to escape responsibility for his own failure to live up to his promises: "This is a War that would never have started if I were President," the Truth Social post continues. "This is Zelenskyy's, Putin's, and Biden's War, not 'Trump's,' I am only helping to put out the big and ugly fires, that have been started through Gross Incompetence and Hatred."

Evading blame is the kind of thing that obsesses Trump, but the only question that likely interests Putin is whether any of this will result in a meaningful change in American policy. Trump is eager to reduce U.S. sanctions on Russia, but Putin keeps making conciliatory moves impossible. Yesterday, German Chancellor Friedrich Merz took charge of the Free World's response to Putin's atrocities--someone has to--and said that Western weapons could be used in Ukraine without range limits. "There are no longer any range restrictions on weapons delivered to Ukraine--neither by the British nor by the French nor by us nor by the Americans." The Russians immediately denounced this as a "dangerous" move, and it is--for Russia.

Putin's forces are in bad shape. (You don't call in the North Koreans for help when things are going well.) And so the Kremlin has returned to the strategy it adopted when Russia's invasion plans melted down in 2022: a campaign of terror and war crimes to break Kyiv's will to resist. Removing range restrictions on Western weapons will help weaken that strategy, but the Ukrainians, as ever, need more help than they're getting.

The United States might be in a better position to force concessions or even a cease-fire from Russia if it had a functional national-security team. Instead, Trump has stocked the institutions of American national defense with incompetent sycophants. Trump's most prominent special envoy to Russia is a real-estate developer. The secretary of defense is a TV personality who mostly seems interested in bringing more bro culture into the military while his Pentagon falls into disarray. The national-intelligence services are under the charge of an unreliable former member of Congress who has clear sympathy for Russia and has reposted an anti-Western internet troll on her X account. The secretary of state is overseeing four different organizations, including the National Security Council where he is engaging in a purge of staff. (Several NSC staff were already fired in an apparent response to the demands of an oddball conspiracy theorist.)

The Kremlin--and other U.S. enemies--are unlikely to take such people seriously. Today, Trump pleaded again with Putin, posting on Truth Social that "if it weren't for me, lots of really bad things would have already happened to Russia, and I mean REALLY BAD. He's playing with fire!" This is a typically hyperbolic Trump formulation: Trump's record on Russia suggests that Putin need not worry. Indeed, Trump's election was, for Russia, a lucky break, a breather when the Kremlin needed it most. Nothing is going to change until Putin sees more costs for his actions--and the president stamping his feet on social media doesn't count.
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Unraveling the Secrets of the Inca Empire

By Sam Kean

The heaps of khipus emerged from garbage bags in the back of the tiny, one-room museum--clumps of tangled ropes the size of beach balls. Sabine Hyland smiled as she gazed down at them and said, "Que lindo, que lindo": how beautiful. Hyland, an anthropologist, had traveled here to the remote mountain village of Jucul in the Peruvian Andes to study them, in the hope of unlocking one of the most important lost writing systems in history, that of the Inca empire.


Read the full article.
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Play our daily crossword.
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Dear James: I Miss Playing the Banjo

But I also have to make a living. Is there a way to balance both?

by James Parker




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



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




Dear James,

I have one of those eternal questions, the kind that is difficult to answer no matter how much you ruminate on it: How exactly is one supposed to work hard enough to put food on the table and also not work so hard as to abhor your day-to-day existence?

What I'm getting at is, I used to play the banjo. I used to be pretty good, too: I'd go down to the local bar every month or so, sit around with the others, and make some real music for hours at a time. The average passerby might not have paid to hear it (the tip jar, labeled TIPS in huge block letters, was always conspicuously empty). But we always had a good crowd in the place-- sometimes they'd even sing along--and I have only fond memories of the whole thing.

But alas, I'm a student, and I have a couple of licensing exams coming up that I can't afford to fail. Of course, if I had my ducks in a row I could contrive to both study for my licensing exams and play my banjo. People do harder things. But I don't have my ducks in a row, so it's one or the other.

Is there a light at the end of the tunnel? Does careerism require the soul in exchange for success? Maybe I just need to get those ducks in a row.



Dear Reader,

Dude (if I may), play your banjo. Nothing is more important than playing your banjo. There are plenty of hours in the day. Get your ducks in a row and then behead the ducks.

Play your banjo!

James



Dear James,

I recently got into a university, but it's not the one I had hoped for. I qualified for a program in one of its departments, but it's not the one I had hoped for. I was rejected by every other university I applied to--which I also hadn't hoped for.

In the past, I've failed countless times, and not only was I able to jump back up, but I was also able to tell myself, This failure was necessary. But I can't seem to do it this time--maybe because this is my life and future we're talking about, and one wrong move feels like it will affect all the rest. (It seems different from failing in a relationship, where one wrong man won't necessarily spoil my experience with the rest.)

Perhaps it's easier to accept anticipated failure. Who anticipates failure? Well, I do, when I know I haven't planned well enough. But in this case I did plan: I worked hard, or so I thought. I don't understand where it all went wrong.

Making things worse: I don't have a backup. I haven't been flexible; I haven't been open to other ideas. Throughout high school, I felt the need to talk about one plan and one plan only. I worried that if I talked about anything else, it might convey that I lacked confidence in myself, and might give others the privilege of belittling me.

Now I'm stuck in uncharted territory. And it's my fault. Do you see a way out?



Dear Reader,

Well, it's definitely your fault, insofar as we are all responsible for the way we think, and you have thought yourself into a real brain trap here--a real spiked chamber of mental confinement. I feel for you. How do you know you're in a brain trap? There's no room. You go in tiny circles, bumping the walls. Language begins to perish: The same words recur, deadeningly.

You have to get out!

So let's go, Houdini. Let's spring ourselves from this airless box. This concept of "failure" with which you are belaboring yourself--you might want to start by having a good look at that. From somewhere you have inherited a punishing set of standards, and they are not working for you. I'm trying to restrain myself from typing "Failure is a part of life," but it really is. It's built in. Since we were lumps of protein quaking, Jell-O-like, on the primeval shore, we've been failing steadily, over and over. I failed yesterday, and a couple of times in the night. No Plan B? Welcome to the human race.

An exercise for you: Visualize failure. Visualize it maybe as a hovering black tumor or a bearded, bloodsucking marsupial--or as somebody's face, telling you that you've failed. And then visualize zapping this face/tumor/marsupial with golden phasers, thought torpedoes, celestial disintegrators, the full arsenal of your mega-mind. Zap it until it's gone. Destroy failure!

I don't want to discount external pressure here. Jobs are real; college degrees are real; money is real. But they're not that real. And I'll tell you what isn't real at all: the expectations of the people around you. Don't let 'em drive you crazy.

Last thing: If you're in uncharted territory, you're not stuck. You're free.

Glowing in absurdity's sunrise,

James




By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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The 'Man-Eater' Screwworm Is Coming

After a decades-long campaign to beat the parasites down to Panama, they're speeding back up north.

by Sarah Zhang




The United States has, for 70 years, been fighting a continuous aerial war against the New World screwworm, a parasite that eats animals alive: cow, pig, deer, dog, even human. (Its scientific name, C. hominivorax, translates to "man-eater.") Larvae of the parasitic fly chew through flesh, transforming small nicks into big, gruesome wounds. But in the 1950s, the U.S. Department of Agriculture laid the groundwork for a continent-wide assault. Workers raised screwworms in factories, blasted them with radiation until they were sterile, and dropped the sterile adult screwworms by the millions--even hundreds of millions--weekly over the U.S., then farther south in Mexico, and eventually in the rest of North America.



The sterile flies proceeded to, well, screw the continent's wild populations into oblivion, and in 2006, an invisible barrier was established at the Darien Gap, the jungle that straddles the Panama-Colombia border, to cordon the screwworm-free north off from the south. The barrier, as I observed when I reported from Panama several years ago, consisted of planes releasing millions of sterile screwworms to rain down over the Darien Gap every week. This never-ending battle kept the threat of screwworms far from America.



But in 2022, the barrier was breached. Cases in Panama--mostly in cattle--skyrocketed from dozens a year to 1,000, despite ongoing drops of sterile flies. The parasite then began moving northward, at first slowly and then rapidly by 2024, which is when I began getting alarmed emails from those following the situation in Central America. As of this month, the parasite has advanced 1,600 miles through eight countries to reach Oaxaca and Veracruz in Mexico, with 700 miles left to go until the Texas border. The U.S. subsequently suspended live-cattle imports from Mexico.



After this latest news broke, I spoke with Wayne Cockrell, a Texas rancher who fears the screwworm's return to Texas is now a matter of when, not if. The anti-screwworm program cannot produce enough sterile flies to stop the parasite's advance, much less beat it back down to Panama, Cockrell explained. He has followed the outbreak closely as the chair of the cattle-health committee for the Texas and Southwestern Cattle Raisers Association, even visiting the sterile-fly factory recently. "There's a sense of dread on my part now," he told me.



At 60, he is too young to remember screwworms himself, but he's heard the horror stories. Every cut, every scratch, every navel of a newborn calf threatened to turn fatal in the pre-eradication era. If the parasite does take hold in the U.S. again, it could take decades to push screwworms back down to Panama. That is, after all, how long it took the first time. Decades of screwworm vigilance have been undone in just two years.







You only have to glance at a map to understand why the screwworm outbreak is now at an alarming inflection point.



Central America is shaped like a funnel with a long, bumpy tail that reaches its skinniest point in Panama. Back in the day, the USDA helped pay for screwworm eradication down to Panama out of not pure altruism but economic pragmatism: Establishing a 100-mile screwworm barrier there is cheaper than creating one at the 2,000-mile U.S.-Mexico border. Even after screwworms began creeping up the tail of the funnel recently, the anti-screwworm campaign had one last good chance of stopping them at a narrow isthmus in southern Mexico--after which the funnel grows dramatically wider. It failed. The latest screwworm detections in Oaxaca and Veracruz are just beyond the isthmus.



The wider the new front of the screwworm war grows, the more sterile screwworms are needed to stop the parasite's advance. But the supply is already overstretched. The fly factory in Panama has increased production from its usual 20 million flies a week to its maximum of 100 million, which are now all being dispersed over Mexico. But planes used to drop 150 million flies a week over the isthmus in Mexico during the first eradication campaign in the 1980s. And when the front was even farther north in Mexico, a factory there churned out as many as 550 million flies weekly to cover the huge area. That factory, as well as one in Texas, has long since shut down.



The Texas and Southwestern Cattle Raisers Association is asking the USDA to build a new sterile-fly plant in the U.S., one big enough to produce the hundreds of millions that may soon be necessary. "We are working closely with Mexico to reestablish a biological barrier and prevent further geographic spread," a USDA spokesperson wrote in response to questions about the adequacy of sterile-fly production. "If the fly spreads further geographically, we will need to reevaluate production capacity." Several Texas lawmakers recently introduced the STOP Screwworms Act, which directs the USDA to open a new factory, but the whole process could still take years. "The facility needs to start tomorrow," Cockrell said.



The U.S. cattle industry is unprepared for the screwworm's return, he said, rattling off more reasons: Certain drugs to treat screwworm infection are not licensed in the U.S., having been unnecessary for half a century. Ranches used to employ 50 cowboys who regularly inspected cattle, and now they might have only five. And routine industry practices such as branding and ear tagging leave the animals vulnerable to screwworm infection. To face the screwworm, the cattle industry will have to adapt quickly to a new normal. The parasite could propel beef prices, which are already sky-high because of drought, even higher.







How screwworms managed to jump the barrier in 2022 is not fully clear. But in the years immediately before, the coronavirus pandemic reportedly created supply-chain snarls at the fly factory in Panama and disrupted regular cattle inspections that might have set off the alarm bells earlier. And the border between Panama and Colombia got a lot busier; the Darien Gap, once a notoriously impenetrable jungle, became a popular route for migrants.



Still, the screwworm advanced relatively slowly through Panama and Costa Rica for the first couple of years. Then it hit Nicaragua, and over just 10 weeks in 2024, it shot from the country's northern border through Honduras and Guatemala to reach Mexico. This rapid advance was because of the illegal cattle trade, Jeremy Radachowsky, the director for Mesoamerican and the Western Caribbean at the Wildlife Conservation Society, told me. His organization has tracked the practice in Central America, where 800,000 cattle a year are raised illegally in nature reserves and then smuggled by boat and truck up to Mexico. This allowed the screwworm to spread much faster than it can fly. The line of new screwworm cases followed known smuggling routes, Radachowsky said. The constant northward movement of infected cattle could now make re-eradication more difficult. It's like trying to empty a pool when "the spigot's still open," he said.



Decades of screwworm-free existence meant that even ranchers, whose livelihoods are directly affected, were slow to recognize the growing emergency. "We were so successful that literally people forgot," a U.S. official in Central America familiar with the situation (speaking anonymously due to the delicate politics involved) told me. Inspections, timely reports of infection, and restrictions on cattle movement are important pieces of eradication, in addition to the release of sterile flies.



Over the years, scientists have also proposed more advanced ways of controlling the screwworm through genetics, though none is yet ready for prime time. The USDA supported research by Max Scott, an entomologist at North Carolina State University, to create a male-only strain that could reduce the number of flies needed for dispersal, but funding ended last summer. He has also proposed using gene drives, a still-controversial technique that could rapidly "drive" genetic material that makes females sterile into the wild population. The USDA wasn't interested, he told me. (A spokesperson says the USDA "continues to research and investigate new tools," including genetically engineered male-only screwworms.) But he did strike up a collaboration several years ago with scientists in Uruguay studying a gene drive for sterile screwworms.



Uruguay is interested because it never got to benefit from screwworm eradication; the country is located about halfway down South America, deep in screwworm territory. A retired USDA scientist, Steven Skoda, told me that he and his colleagues used to dream of "a world totally free of screwworm." But eradication never reached South America, and now even the barrier protecting North America is no longer intact. The campaign to push screwworms from the south of Mexico--roughly where the parasite is right now--to the southern edge of Panama took 21 years. The way things are going, Cockrell said, some of his longtime colleagues in Panama might not see screwworms eradicated again in their country in their lifetime.
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The Era of DEI for Conservatives Has Begun

In an effort to attract more right-leaning faculty, some elite universities are borrowing tactics long used to promote racial diversity.

by Rose Horowitch




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


No one would be surprised to learn that an elite university has a plan to counteract the structural barriers to the advancement of a minority group. Johns Hopkins University's latest diversity initiative, however, has managed to put a new spin on a familiar concept: The minority group in question is conservative professors.

Between 30 and 40 percent of Americans identify as conservative, but conservatives make up only one of every 10 professors in academia, and even fewer in the humanities and most social-science departments. (At least they did in 2014, when the most recent comprehensive study was done. The number today is probably even lower.) Of the money donated by Yale faculty to political candidates in 2023, for example, 98 percent went to Democrats.

Some university leaders worry that this degree of ideological homogeneity is harmful both academically (students and faculty would benefit from being exposed to a wider range of ideas) and in terms of higher education's long-term prospects (being hated by half the country is not sustainable). Accordingly, Johns Hopkins recently unveiled a partnership with the American Enterprise Institute (AEI), a center-right think tank, designed to inject some ideological diversity into the university. Steven Teles, a political scientist who wrote a widely discussed article last year for The Chronicle of Higher Education titled "Why Are There So Few Conservative Professors?," is one of the faculty members involved with the partnership. The institutions will collaborate on a number of efforts to integrate conservative and heterodox thinkers.

Johns Hopkins is part of a growing trend. Several elite red-state public universities have recently established academic centers designed to attract conservative scholars. And institutions that haven't sought out conservative faculty may soon find new reasons to do so. The Trump administration has demanded that Harvard hire additional conservative professors or risk losing even more of its federal funding. (Even as it made that demand, it insisted that Harvard adopt "merit-based admissions policies and cease all preferences based on race, color, national origin, or proxies thereof.") In response, Harvard's president said that the university is expanding programs to increase intellectual diversity on campus. The era of DEI for conservatives has begun.

Academia has leaned left for as long as anyone can remember. But for most of the 20th century, conservative faculty were a robust presence throughout the humanities and social sciences. (In 1969, for example, even as anti-war protests raged across campuses, a quarter of the professoriate identified as at least "moderately" conservative.) But their ranks have thinned since the 1990s. At the same time, moderate and independent professors have been replaced by people who explicitly identify as liberal or progressive.

A traditional free-market conservative might interpret these statistics as evidence that right-wing thinkers simply haven't achieved at a high-enough level to become professors. But some reformers have embraced a more left-wing theory for conservatives' anemic representation in academia. "The current injustice is a consequence of previous injustice," Teles told me. (Teles identifies not as a conservative but as an "abundance liberal.") "You don't deal with structural injustice purely through anti-discrimination," he added. In other words, action of a more affirmative variety is needed.

Rose Horowitch: The race-blind college-admissions era is off to a weird start

Opinions differ on the precise extent to which conservatives are being excluded from academia versus self-selecting into nonacademic careers. But they clearly face barriers that liberal and leftist scholars don't. Professors decide who joins their ranks and what research gets published in flagship journals. And several studies show that academics are willing to discriminate against applicants with different political views. One 2021 survey found that more than 40 percent of American (and Canadian) academics said they would not hire a Donald Trump supporter. Then there's the fact that entire disciplines have publicly committed themselves to progressive values. "It is a standard of responsible professional conduct for anthropologists to continue their research, scholarship, and practice in service of dismantling institutions of colonization and helping to redress histories of oppression and exploitation," the American Anthropological Association declared in 2020.

"Professors will tell you straight up that people who hold the wrong views don't belong in universities," Musa al-Gharbi, a sociology professor at Stony Brook University who studies progressive social-justice discourse, told me. "That's the difference between viewpoint discrimination and other forms of discrimination."

One result is that universities tasked with teaching students about the world they live in employ hardly anyone who represents views that much of the population holds. Ideological homogeneity affects which fields people study (military and religious history have gone out of vogue) and what views students are willing to express in class. (A recent survey found that only one-third of Harvard seniors--and only 17 percent of conservatives--felt comfortable sharing their opinions on controversial topics.) Liberal professors of course still teach Edmund Burke and Milton Friedman, Ron Daniels, the president of Johns Hopkins, told me. But, he said, learning from faculty who are immersed in the conservative intellectual tradition is a different academic experience.

Conservative underrepresentation has also hurt higher education's standing with the country at large. Polls show that Americans, particularly on the right, are losing trust in universities. A Gallup survey taken last year, for example, found that Republican confidence in higher education had dropped from 56 to 20 percent over the course of a decade. Respondents attributed this in part to perceived liberal bias in the academy.

Daniels recognized these issues in a 2021 book, What Universities Owe Democracy. In it, he argues that campuses need a "purposeful pluralism" to train students to engage across differences. Jenna Silber Storey, a senior fellow at AEI and a former professor of politics and international relations at Furman University--where she estimates that "maybe 4 or 5 percent" of the faculty was conservative--read the book, and the two began discussing how to improve diversity of thought on campuses.

Hiring a conservative professor isn't as straightforward as it sounds. At this point, few qualified conservatives are in the applicant pool in the humanities and social sciences, Teles told me. This has led some higher-education leaders to borrow tactics that were long used to redress the country's history of racial and ethnic discrimination.

Legislatures in red and purple states across the country have shoveled money into universities to establish schools of civic thought, which are marketed as the conservative answer to academia's leftward drift and the rise of identity-oriented disciplines. The effort started at Arizona State University, which established its School of Civic and Economic Thought and Leadership in 2017. The University of Texas at Austin, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and the University of Tennessee at Knoxville have all done the same. Now the movement is spreading to elite private universities. Yale announced at a recent conference co-hosted by Hopkins and AEI that it will open its own center for civic thought.

The conservative politicians and right-wing donors behind these centers advertise them as a way to fight back against the excesses of the left. But Storey told me that they are not generally ideological; the goal is to teach students to debate across differences. Supporters see them as a safe space for conservative scholars who feel ostracized by the broader academy. There, they can hopefully generate work that earns recognition from researchers in the mainstream, just as disciplines such as gender studies and African American studies gained legitimacy over time, Teles told me.

Johns Hopkins has similarly repurposed techniques that are more commonly practiced by DEI offices. (Before she left her teaching job, Storey chaired her department's DEI program.) The university first made funding available to hire a cadre of conservative and heterodox thinkers within the faculty of arts and sciences. So-called cluster hiring has been a popular way to create a support network for faculty of color who might otherwise feel isolated. Teles, in partnership with Storey at AEI, is also developing a mentorship program for conservative graduate students. The idea is to intervene earlier in the academic pipeline to keep right-leaning thinkers on the path to a professorship. Additionally, a fellowship program will send Hopkins professors to do stints at AEI, and vice versa. The university is trying to normalize conservative perspectives on campus and in the university's research and public-facing statements, Daniels told me. He hopes that the effort will serve as a model for like-minded leaders.

Sian Leah Beilock: Saving the idea of the university

If the right has discovered the language of systemic discrimination, some on the left have begun speaking in terms of identity-blind meritocracy. Juliana Pare-Blagoev, an education professor at Hopkins and the outgoing president of the university's chapter of the American Association of University Professors (AAUP), told me that she's in favor of affirmative action--just not for conservatives, because they haven't suffered documented discrimination. "It doesn't mean that everybody in that center isn't a good scholar or that they can't be competent and strong contributors, but if you look at the actuality of it, their CVs tend to be thinner than others," Pare-Blagoev said. She is open to the possibility that conservatives are underrepresented because they don't feel welcome, but she doesn't think universities should make systemic changes to accommodate them. "I don't think that an individual's discomfort is a five-alarm fire," she said.

Francois Furstenberg, a history professor at Johns Hopkins and the secretary for the university's AAUP chapter, told me that Republicans have unfairly smeared affirmative action as a way to hire people "based on their race and not on their qualifications." Now they're the ones who want to hire professors based on their politics, not their fitness for the role. (Teles told me that he and Storey are focused on broadening the applicant pool for academic roles, rather than just giving people an advantage because of their political leanings.)

As with so many topics, the Trump factor has complicated the question of ideological diversity. On the one hand, the White House's crusade against elite higher education has raised the pressure to recruit conservatives. The administration made the connection explicit in its shakedown of Harvard. After announcing that it would review $9 billion in federal grants and contracts, it issued a list of far-reaching demands that the university would have to meet in order to keep the funding. These included auditing faculty opinions and ensuring that every department and field is viewpoint-diverse. Harvard rejected the administration's demands, but President Alan Garber has nevertheless acknowledged that ideological homogeneity is a problem on campus.

On the other hand, the viciousness and obvious bad faith of Trump's attacks have made it more difficult for universities to pursue even changes they think will benefit their institutions, lest they appear to be capitulating to the president. "The fact that those extreme demands--for example, for government control over the curriculum--have come bundled with the notion that universities ought to be more politically diverse has tied those two things together in a way that has made political diversity much less palatable even than it was before," Neil Gross, a sociology professor at Colby College and the author of the 2014 study on viewpoint diversity, told me.

Teles told me that the conservatives collaborating with Hopkins are intent on working within universities to reform them, not from outside to destroy them. "These are not the same people who are wrecking the financial basis of our university," he said.

Daniels, the Hopkins president, told me that the hypocrisy of the messenger shouldn't obscure kernels of truth in the message. As universities have debated how to respond to the Trump administration's attacks, they've overlooked the fact that some of the critique is fair. "Defending the university," he said, "actually requires that we demonstrate to America our capacity for self-criticism and self-repair."
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Ukraine's New Way of War

American weapons are important, but Ukrainian drones have changed everything.

by Nataliya Gumenyuk

Since entering office in January, President Donald Trump has pressed for a negotiated settlement to the war in Ukraine, largely on Russian terms. "You don't have the cards right now," Trump told Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in their infamous February Oval Office meeting--suggesting that Ukraine could resist a Russian takeover only with continued American military backing or Russia's voluntary restraint.

And yet, despite flagging U.S. support, Ukrainian forces continue to hold the Russians off, and their resilience points to Kyiv's growing autonomy from the United States. In fact, the conflict's front line, which extends for about 1,900 miles and features intense combat along 700 of them, has not moved much since Trump took office in January. What's keeping Ukraine in the fight is not Russian mercy, or even solely American arms: It's innovation.

In just three years, Ukraine's military has evolved from defending itself with leftover Soviet weapons to pioneering a new kind of warfare. In 2022, observers described combat in Ukraine as 20th-century-style trench warfare, dependent on tanks. Ukrainian soldiers had little choice but to fire whatever old shells they could find. The nature of the battlefield had changed by 2023 once the United States and other Western allies began supplying Ukraine with advanced weapons systems, including HIMARS rocket launchers and ATACMS long-range missiles. Recently, however, the U.S. president has thrown the future of American military aid to Ukraine into question. Last month, he even suggested that the U.S. might hesitate to sell Ukraine Patriot missile systems.

Anne Applebaum: Nobody in Ukraine thinks the war will end soon

Fortunately for Ukraine, American weapons are not the only factor that has rebalanced the battlefield in the past three years. Starting in 2024, Ukrainian-made drones definitively changed the way both sides waged war. For Ukraine, the adjustment was not just tactical, but a broader, doctrinal evolution in how its military fights.

In March, I embedded with three different frontline brigades to see firsthand how they were engaging the enemy, and what the new technology they employed could mean if Ukraine loses access to American weapons systems. Drones now guide artillery, deliver payloads, resupply units, and even map out minefields. They're fast, cheap, adaptable--and built right at home. Brigades across the front use them daily, and unlike tanks or long-range missiles, these systems can be updated weekly to meet changing battlefield demands. They are what's keeping Ukraine in the fight--and they may just be changing the face of warfare more generally.

The 13th Khartiia Brigade, a combat unit of the Ukrainian National Guard, is fighting in the North Kharkiv region. At the time of my visit, the front line was relatively stable, as the Ukrainians slowly pushed enemy troops closer to the Russian border. (Full disclosure: I have family serving in the Khartiia Brigade.)

Watch: The war in Ukraine enters its fourth year

Reconnaissance drones survey the front line 24 hours a day. Nothing that happens within 20 kilometers on either side escapes their view. In the early spring, the trees were bare, and after a year of active combat, most buildings had been destroyed. The sight lines were clear, and the drones could pick up the slightest movement.

Khartiia had managed to cut off the logistics of some Russian units in the area, and early on the morning of March 19, several soldiers indicated that they were ready to surrender. Four of them followed a Ukrainian drone that guided them out of the forest--only for a Russian drone to strike two of them. Ukrainian soldiers later told me that the surviving two said they'd spent more than eight months in the area, including more than a month in a tiny dugout. They'd surrendered primarily from hunger.

At one of the brigade's tactical operation centers, a room where one battalion monitors its territory across a multiscreen display with maps, I watched black-and-white aerial footage of Ukrainian attack drones striking a Russian dugout in the forest. A battalion commander who went by the call name Zhyvchyk--"Zest" in Ukrainian--told me that more than 18 Russian soldiers had surrendered to his battalion in the previous month. In one incident captured on video, a Russian soldier threw a grenade into his commander's dugout before surrendering. He told the reconnaissance unit that his commanders were receiving air-dropped food parcels that they weren't sharing with subordinates.

The Ukrainian military has developed a battlefield-management system called Delta, which integrates information from reconnaissance, drones, satellite imagery, and intelligence. Khartiia is considered one of the most technologically savvy units, with the best analytics: Its Delta map is marked with symbols and colors that differentiate among active Ukrainian and Russian dugouts, showing which have been smashed or overtaken so that drone pilots can make quick decisions and avoid wasting drones.

As sophisticated as the combat zone looks on-screen in the tactical operation center, in real life, it is very primitive. For more than a year, the Ukrainian and Russian militaries have avoided using heavily fortified trenches, because they are too visible from the sky. Instead infantry soldiers squeeze into foxholes in groups of two or three. To defend themselves from drone strikes, both armies seek to jam the signals that link drones to their operators, often using portable electronic-warfare systems. Those mounted to the tops of vehicles cost anywhere from several hundred to several thousand U.S. dollars.

The drones themselves run a gamut of cost and lethality. FPV (or first-person-view) drones, informally known as kamikazes because they destroy themselves, are the cheapest, starting at $350. Among the more expensive drones are bombers, which drop explosives for air strikes or remote land-mining and can be used multiple times. Operating them is more dangerous than the kamikazes: They need to return to their pilots for reloading, so the operators' positions risk being spotted.

Ukrainians speak with particular pride of their heavy bombers, or Vampires. Russians have nicknamed these "Baba Yaga," after a mythological Slavic witch who flies in a mortar and pestle. Vampires cost anywhere from $10,000 to $20,000 and are mainly used in fights, but also for logistics: They can deliver ammunition, medicine, and food to the infantry and to other pilots. A Vampire can carry as much as 33 pounds and fly more than six miles. Khartiia commanders claim that Russian delivery drones can carry no more than a pound.

During the week of my embed, the Russian military identified and destroyed a few of the Vampire pilots' positions. Still, I was permitted to visit one pilot position where a team of three soldiers stayed up at night, sending Vampires out with parcels of ammunition, food, and medicine from dusk 'til dawn.

I asked Zhyvchyk to summarize how Ukraine's war-fighting had changed over three years. He gave me a handwritten essay, literally titled "How the War Has Changed Since 2022." A 28-year-old from a predominantly Russian-speaking part of the Donbas region, he had been working with a tutor to improve his written Ukrainian. That essay was his homework. It read, in part:

In 2022, all operations involved artillery, armed vehicles, and infantry. The major battles were about controlling height to observe more and react faster. In all three categories, Russia surpassed Ukraine. To support artillery so they are more precise, we started using observation drones, called "wedding drones," which photographers often use at weddings. Later, we started using kamikaze drones and bombers. Then the land drones appeared, tasked with delivering and even evacuating the wounded. In 2022, it was still possible to create trenches in the field and successfully defend them. Today, being there means death for 100 percent of people. Nobody any longer pursues mass attacks using armored vehicles, as they'd be destroyed before they approach the front line. The infantry creates its positions when the drones cannot see it.



A drone pilot by the call name of Yenot, with the 93rd Separate Mechanized Brigade, fights in the Donetsk region. (Nataliya Gumenyuk)




FPV (or first-person-view) drones, informally known as kamikazes because they self-destruct, are the cheapest, at around $350. (Nataliya Gumenyuk)



My next embed was with the 93rd Separate Mechanized Brigade, Kholodnyi Yar, one of Ukraine's largest and most legendary brigades. Before the current war, it was involved in peacekeeping operations in Sierra Leone, Liberia, and Lebanon, and it is known for winning battles with infantry vehicles and heavy artillery. Nevertheless, drones have changed the way it fights.

The 93rd was in a part of Donbas, in the direction of Toretsk, that had seen intense engagement over the past three years. A kamikaze-drone pilot by the call name of Yenot, or "Raccoon," told me he'd participated in some of the war's most brutal battles, including near Bakhmut.

We drove to his position at 4 a.m. at high speed, passing obliterated villages. Once we'd settled into the dugout, I watched a live video feed of the territory and was struck by the wasteland Donbas had become. What soldiers called "gardens" were trees burned to ashes. Not even the skeletons of houses remained, only rubble. But Yenot still found targets: some movement near a dugout, a Russian observation drone, a vehicle.

Yenot, now 36, served in the 93rd Brigade during the first Russian invasion, in 2015 and 2016. Back then, he was wounded in a fight near the Donetsk airport, by a sniper who shot him from less than a quarter of a mile away. He told me he could no longer imagine fighting at such close range. Now, from a basement, he could kill a Russian soldier several kilometers away with greater precision than that sniper.

A Russian soldier appeared on Yenot's screen, riding a motorbike. He was most likely delivering ammunition to one of the dugouts, Yenot told me--"a suicide mission," in his estimation. He dispatched a drone to strike the Russian man, but the explosive did not detonate. Then he sent a second, which struck him dead.

To compare drone warfare to a video game is a cliche, Yenot told me, that doesn't begin to capture the tension of knowing that the enemy is constantly searching out your position for attack. When a soldier leaves his dugout to launch a drone strike, or even to use the bathroom, he first checks with neighboring units and scans interactive maps to see if an enemy drone is nearby. In the summer of 2024, a dugout where Yenot was piloting observation drones came under attack. For more than eight hours, he ran between dugouts seeking shelter as the foxholes were smashed one by one.

Before joining the army, Yenot studied marketing and worked at a bank in Dnipro, a large city in the South. He had never studied to become a drone pilot. On the job, he learned to be one of the best in his battalion.

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

The day I spent watching Yenot, his work was unremitting. He fought and communicated with other units continuously, making innumerable high-pressure decisions about how much ammunition to use when. His only breaks came when the battery for the observation drones that support the attack drones needed to recharge. He didn't have time for a proper meal--he did drink six or seven energy drinks that day, which he told me was typical.

At one point, Yenot spotted a Russian tank moving through his terrain. Tanks are tough to destroy with kamikaze drones, and Ukraine had no nearby artillery unit for support. But if he could pull it off, he'd be removing a $1 million piece of Russian equipment from the field. Yenot ordered his subordinates to experiment with the different types of explosives their drones could deliver. Some payloads might not be effective; others might be lost because of signal jamming. He expended five drones, each costing $500 to $600, then agonized over whether to keep going. He had to hold some drones back, until the next shipment, for self-defense. In the end, he decided he'd done enough damage to the tank--the soldiers in it probably survived, but the tank now had some vulnerabilities that a more powerful Ukrainian weapon could successfully exploit.

The brigade's press officer suggested to me that a drop-off in Western weapon supplies might not be as devastating as once thought. At this point, some 40 percent of weapons on the front line are produced in Ukraine. And foreign supplies have never been a cure-all. During the grueling battle for Bakhmut, Yenot told me, Ukraine had too few shells, and those it did have had been produced by a hodgepodge of foreign companies. This made precise targeting difficult to calibrate, because every shell was different. Today artillery shells are still in short supply--but the 93rd mainly uses them when drones need to be recharged.

My last visit was to the area around Pokrovsk, in the region of Donetsk, where I embedded with the 68th Jaeger Brigade. The 68th was formed in early 2022, from civilians, and is not as well known or resourced as the tech-savvy Khartia or the legendary 93rd.

The soldiers in the reconnaissance squad had worked before the war in commerce, construction, and even car smuggling. They were initially in infantry reconnaissance, but now they were all pilots. Not one I spoke with had ever flown in a passenger plane. The unit commander went by the call name Zmiy, or "Snake." When I visited, his squad was testing the mobile launch of a Ukrainian-made observation drone, called Leleka, from a field by a forest to avoid detection. A Leleka drone can fly up to 62 miles round-trip and provide both a livestream and a recording. It costs more than $38,000--a significant expense for this team, so the unit was extremely careful handling it.


A soldier from the reconnaissance squad of the 68th Jaeger Brigade tends to a Leleka drone after its flight. (Nataliya Gumenyuk)



Milka, the commander of one of the 68th's infantry squads (his call name means "Chocolate Bar") told me he was tasked with preparing teams for a battlefield surveilled constantly from the air. When infantrymen arrive at their positions, they have less than an hour to dig foxholes that can accommodate two or three men for a period of days. What they can't carry on their backs is delivered by drones. Exiting the foxhole for any reason is dangerous. On the worst days, soldiers relieve themselves into plastic bags. The brigade rotates its infantry only on days when fog, rain, snow, or heavy wind limit the enemy's visibility. On some occasions, infantrymen have been stuck in their positions for weeks or even months.

Drones are "the scariest weapon ever," Viktor, a medic with the 68th Brigade, told me. In years past, medics could hope to evacuate wounded soldiers in time to save their lives. That's rarely practical now. When the 68th first arrived in the Pokrovsk area a year ago, its predecessors told the medics not to drive anywhere, because their ambulance didn't have electronic-warfare capabilities that could help it evade drone strikes. Even retrieving the dead has become risky. The medics have taught soldiers how to treat themselves and one another. Infantrymen and women carry medicine with them on their missions, and their medics often guide them remotely, learning as much as they can about the types of injuries sustained and sending needed equipment by drone.

Oleksandr Pipa, a Ukrainian rock musician of the 1990s, runs a workshop in Kyiv that makes drones. The drone sector is full of such people from creative fields, particularly filmmaking. A young worker I spoke with in Pipa's shop--a veteran of the battle of Bakhmut--knew nothing of his boss's fame.

As many as 150 Ukrainian companies now produce some 100,000 drones a month, Oleksandr Kamyshin, an adviser to President Zelensky and a former minister for strategic industries, told me. Pipa's outfit is relatively small, but it is in regular contact with frontline soldiers and upgrades its products almost every other week to suit their needs, Pipa told me. Because Ukrainian drone production is highly diversified, the Russian military never really knows what specific product it will be confronting. This confers an advantage on Ukraine--Pipa compares the country's drone producers to an "army of ants."

Modern military doctrine is all about controlling the airspace, Andrii Zagorodniuk, a former Ukrainian minister of defense, told me. And what Ukraine lacks in missiles and airpower, it has partly made up for with drones, such that Russia can't fully control the airspace in its war with Ukraine.

Of course, Russia is adapting its technology, too. It has started using fiber-optic drones, which are tied to the ground by thin fiber-optic cables that unwind as the drone flies. This makes them impossible to jam, but they have to fly low and can therefore be tangled by physical nets.

Photos: Ukraine's battlefield drones

Ukraine's innovation in unmanned aerial systems is a homegrown response to an asymmetrical war. Drones will never eliminate the need for other kinds of weaponry. If Ukraine had more long-range weapons and aircraft, it could destroy Russian command and control centers farther from the line of contact and hinder approaching enemy infantry. But without enough such military capabilities, the Ukrainian army has been forced to find other solutions, even at a cost in lives. Its inventiveness is now its best insurance against an uncertain future.

If the U.S. does reduce or suspend military aid to Ukraine, the military's first concern will be missiles for American-produced Patriot air-defense systems, which are mainly used to protect civilian populations in urban areas. According to the Ukrainian analytical center Texty.org.ua, Russian drone and missile strikes on 12 frontline and neighboring Ukrainian regions have doubled in Trump's first two months in office, compared with the last two months of Joe Biden's term. To push Ukraine to surrender, Moscow may be forcing Ukraine to use up its stockpiles of air-defense interceptors, so that it can then rain terror on these towns later.

In early March, the United States briefly suspended the military aid and intelligence that the Biden administration had promised Ukraine. After some delay and confusion, the delivery flights resumed. But Trump has made clear, repeatedly, that he has little interest in continuing to supply Ukraine with weapons, and that what he wants is a peace deal, which has so far eluded him.

I asked soldiers and army press officers how the military was responding to the changing winds from Washington. Most said a version of the same thing--that war has taught them to focus on the assignment in front of them and not to worry too much about what's beyond their control.

"Never, never watch the news, that's what I tell my people," Milka, from the 68th Brigade, told me. "I am very practical. If I'm invited to eat borscht, I do it if I see it on the plate in front of me. Yet if someone tells me that we might go and eat borscht somewhere tomorrow, I won't even bother about that." Yenot, from the 93rd Brigade, offered a different analogy: "Any soldier can see as far as his gear allows, whether it's binoculars, a Mavic drone, or satellite. The commander in chief may know the whole situation: He knows whether we have no ammunition and no money left to continue fighting."

As Ukraine's partners speak of peace deals and security guarantees, Ukraine's armed forces are adapting in every way they can to continue carrying out their mission: to defend a stretch of border, to hold off Russian advances on a particular town. They cannot afford the luxury of counting on American commitments or Russian concessions, because for most Ukrainians, what matters above all is physical safety. And the only force protecting human lives in Ukraine is the Ukrainian military.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/05/ukraine-troops-front-lines/682910/?utm_source=feed
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The New Dark Age

The Trump administration has launched an attack on knowledge itself.

by Adam Serwer




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


Updated at 1:13 p.m. ET on May 27, 2025

The warlords who sacked Rome did not intend to doom Western Europe to centuries of ignorance. It was not a foreseeable consequence of their actions. The same cannot be said of the sweeping attack on human knowledge and progress that the Trump administration is now undertaking--a deliberate destruction of education, science, and history, conducted with a fanaticism that recalls the Dark Ages that followed Rome's fall.

Every week brings fresh examples. The administration is threatening colleges and universities with the loss of federal funding if they do not submit to its demands, or even if they do. The engines of American scientific inquiry and ingenuity, such as the National Science Foundation and the National Institutes of Health, are under sustained attack. Historical institutions such as the Smithsonian and artistic ones like the Kennedy Center are being converted into homes for MAGA ideology rather than historical fact and free expression. Libraries are losing funding, government-employed scientists are being dismissed from their jobs, educators are being cowed into silence, and researchers are being warned not to broach forbidden subjects. Entire databases of public-health information collected over decades are at risk of vanishing. Any facts that contradict the gospel of Trumpism are treated as heretical.

These various initiatives and policy changes are often regarded as discrete problems, but they comprise a unified assault. The Trump administration has launched a comprehensive attack on knowledge itself, a war against culture, history, and science. If this assault is successful, it will undermine Americans' ability to comprehend the world around us. Like the inquisitors of old, who persecuted Galileo for daring to notice that the sun did not, in fact, revolve around the Earth, they believe that truth-seeking imperils their hold on power.

By destroying knowledge, Trumpists seek to make the country more amenable to their political domination, and to prevent meaningful democratic checks on their behavior. Their victory, though, would do much more than that. It would annihilate some of the most effective systems for aggregating, accumulating, and applying human knowledge that have ever existed. Without those systems, America could find itself plunged into a new Dark Age.

Perhaps the most prominent targets of the attack on knowledge have been America's institutions of higher education. Elite colleges and universities have lost billions of dollars in federal funding. Cornell has had more than $1 billion frozen, Princeton had $210 million suspended, and Northwestern lost access to nearly $800 million. In some cases, the freezes weren't connected to specific demands; the funding was simply revoked outright. Johns Hopkins University is reeling from losing $800 million in grants, which will force the top recipient of federal research dollars to "plan layoffs and cancel health projects, from breast-feeding support efforts in Baltimore to mosquito-net programs in Mozambique," The Wall Street Journal reported.

Juliette Kayyem: This tornado mayhem is a warning

In some cases, the administration has made specific demands that institutions adhere to Trumpist ideology in what they teach and whom they hire, or face a loss of funding. Some schools are fighting back--Harvard, for example, is suing to retain its independence. "No government--regardless of which party is in power--should dictate what private universities can teach, whom they can admit and hire, and which areas of study and inquiry they can pursue," Harvard's president said in a statement.

The Trump administration's purge of forbidden texts and ideas at West Point offers a glimpse of what its ideal university might look like. At the military academy, The New York Times reported, leadership "initiated a schoolwide push to remove any readings that focused on race, gender or the darker moments of American history." A professor who "leads a course on genocide was instructed not to mention atrocities committed against Native Americans, according to several academy officials. The English department purged works by well-known Black authors, such as Toni Morrison, James Baldwin and Ta-Nehisi Coates."

Some institutions have tried to appease the administration. Columbia University, which agreed to Trump's orders in an effort to retain $400 million in federal funding, discovered the hard way that deals with the president aren't worth the sweat from the handshake. After Columbia acceded to Trump's demands, the administration reportedly began considering new ones, including potentially requiring the school to submit to a judicially enforced consent decree that would prolong the government's control over the institution.

The money these institutions have lost (or could still lose) is not merely symbolic. Federal grants fund research, scholarship, and archival work on college campuses. Without this money--unless schools raise the funds from other sources--labs and departments will close. The right-wing activist Chris Rufo recently told The New York Times that in addition to using funding to force universities to teach or adhere to conservative dogma, he would like to "reduce the size of the sector itself." Students will have fewer opportunities. Research in many fields will be put on indefinite pause. America will make fewer scientific breakthroughs.

The Trump administration's attack on knowledge is not limited to academia, however. Across the government, workers whose job is to research, investigate, or analyze have lost funding or been fired.

These are people who do the crucial work of informing Americans about and protecting them from diseases, natural disasters, and other threats to their health. Thousands of employees at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention have been let go, including most of those whose job it is to maintain workplace safety standards. Experts at the Food and Drug Administration including, according to the Times, "lab scientists who tested food and drugs for contaminants or deadly bacteria; veterinary division specialists investigating bird flu transmission; and researchers who monitored televised ads for false claims about prescription drugs" have been purged. Workers in the Department of Agriculture's U.S. Forest Service research team, who develop "tools to model fire risk, markets, forest restoration and water," have been targeted for layoffs. The Environmental Protection Agency's entire research arm is being "eliminated." The administration has made "deep cuts" to the Department of Education's research division.

The most devastating cuts may be those to the government's scientific-research agencies, such as the NIH and NSF. According to CBS News, since January, more than $2 billion has been cut from NIH and 1,300 employees have been fired. One former NIH employee told CBS that "work on child cancer therapies, dementia, and stroke slowed or stopped because critical lab and support staff were let go." The administration is also trying to halt financial support for projects that commit wrongthink, and has already drastically reduced the number of NSF grants.

The scientific journal Nature reported that Trump intends to cut both staff and funding for the NSF by 50 percent or more, especially those grants that fund studies of marginalized groups, dismissing such awards as "DEI." Hundreds of grants have already been canceled. NASA, the CDC, the EPA, and the Department of Energy would all lose significant funds as well. Staffers at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration have been fired, hampering states' ability to prepare for national disasters and endangering the basic weather reports used by everyone.

Also gone are years' worth of public-health data, which, as my colleague Katherine J. Wu has reported, have been removed as part of the "ongoing attempt to scrub federal agencies of any mention of gender, DEI, and accessibility." This includes both previously published research and works in progress. According to Nature, "NIH staff members have been instructed to identify and potentially cancel grants for projects studying transgender populations, gender identity, diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) in the scientific workforce," or "environmental justice." At the Department of Health and Human Services, the Associated Press reported, Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. appears to have eliminated more than a dozen "data-gathering programs that track deaths and disease," which, perhaps not coincidentally, will make evaluating his destructive tenure more difficult.

"Not being able to study a problem doesn't mean that the problem doesn't exist," one public-health professional (who requested anonymity because they did not want their organization to become a target) told me. "It only means that we don't know if it exists or not, because we don't have the relevant data."

Trump has sought to justify these cuts by exploiting Americans' bigotry or ignorance--for example, during his address to Congress in March, the president complained about government funds for research on "making mice transgender." It's unclear whether Trump was referring to "transgenic mice," whose DNA is altered for scientific-research purposes and which are common especially in medical research, or to mice treated with sex hormones for the purpose of studying their effects on certain diseases or treatments. But the clear purpose of such misleading descriptions is to hide the gravity of what is being stolen from the American people by pretending that it has no value.

The first-order effects of the attack on knowledge will be the diminution of American science and, with it, a decline in the sorts of technological achievements that have improved lives over the past century. Modern agriculture and medicine were built on the foundation of federally funded research. Many of the most prominent advances in information technology were also made with government support, including the internet, GPS, and touch screens.

For the past century, state-funded advances have been the rule rather than the exception. Private-sector innovation can take off after an invention becomes profitable, but the research that leads to that invention tends to be a costly gamble--for this reason, the government often takes on the initial risk that private firms cannot. Commercial flight, radar, microchips, spaceflight, advanced prosthetics, lactose-free milk, MRI machines--the list of government-supported research triumphs is practically endless. To the extent that private-sector research can even begin to fill the gap, such research is beholden to corporations' bottom line. Exxon Mobil knew climate change was real decades ago, and nevertheless used its influence to raise doubt about findings it knew were accurate.

Read: The NIH's grant terminations are 'utter and complete chaos'

But a massive technological stall is only the most apparent aspect of the coming damage. The attack on knowledge also threatens the country's ability to address subtler social problems, such as racial and economic inequalities in health, opportunity, and civil rights. Research into these disparities is being cut across government and civil society in the name of defeating so-called wokeness. Invoked as a general criticism of left-wing excess, the fight against "wokeness" is destroying huge swaths of scholarship and research, for fear the results might make the case for racial or gender equality, the redistribution of wealth, or the regulation of industry. The very slipperiness of the term makes it useful in dismissing work that would yield significant public benefits as inconsequential.

But it's hard to address problems that have a disparate impact without paying attention to disparities. "I'm talking about narrowing the maternal mortality gap. I'm talking about basic research on long COVID," Phillip Atiba Solomon, a professor of African American studies and psychology at Yale, told me. In his view, this stems from the administration's ideological discomfort with the facts of this world, and the conclusions scholars draw from them. "It turns out that when you pay close attention to these issues, you don't end up where they end up," he added. "So they've had to manufacture their own facts, and they're attacking the places that have the facts on the ground and the reality of history."

The Trumpist campaign against American history in schools and museums reflects the same impulse. The administration issued an executive order to coerce K-12 public schools into teaching a distorted, one-sided view of American history that excludes or whitewashes its darker episodes. During her confirmation hearing, Education Secretary Linda McMahon declined to say whether teaching a Black-history class would be legal under the order. Another executive order attacked the "distorted narrative" of American history at the Smithsonian Institution, citing an exhibition that mentioned that "societies including the United States have used race to establish and maintain systems of power, privilege, and disenfranchisement," an objective description of centuries of chattel slavery followed by Jim Crow.

The Trump administration is also trying to slash grants made by the National Endowment for the Humanities, which supports research, libraries, and museums across the country. Libraries are losing grants from the federal Institute of Museum and Library Services as well. In early May, Trump fired Carla Hayden, the first Black woman to run the Library of Congress, part of a pattern of purging women and Black people from leadership positions. Given that the Library of Congress is responsible for providing research to lawmakers, the move was even more sinister than it might seem--the Trump administration is trying to control the flow of information not only to the public, but to the government itself.

A Black-history museum in Boston--located in a meetinghouse where the abolitionists Frederick Douglass and William Lloyd Garrison once lectured--is in danger now that its federal grant was terminated on the grounds that it "no longer align[s] with the White House policies." Trump has also threatened the Smithsonian over descriptions of exhibitions that contradict right-wing dogma, including one at the American Art Museum that stated, "Race is not a biological reality but a social construct." That race is a malleable social construct and not a biological reality is a matter of genetic science, but one that contradicts the Trump administration's implicit belief that social inequalities stem from the inherent capabilities of different groups rather than discrimination or public policy.

Further destruction is still coming. Of particular concern is the risk that the administration will manipulate economic data to hide the disastrous effects of Trump's policies. The administration has floated separating government spending from GDP estimates, an attempt to conceal the negative economic impact of the needless and unlawful layoffs being carried out by Elon Musk under the auspices of DOGE. During Democratic administrations, Trump has--completely without evidence--accused federal agencies of faking economic data. If the usual pattern of Trump doing things he accuses others of doing holds, Trump himself may try to fake economic data for real. As The New York Times reported, remarks by Trump officials have "renewed concerns that the new administration could seek to interfere with federal statistics--especially if they start to show that the economy is slipping into a recession."

Objective economic data have become even more important given Trump's ruinous attempt to replace the income tax--a windfall for the rich--with tariffs. Trump reversed course on some of his recent tariffs last month once bond yields began to rise steeply, an indication of impending catastrophe. Avoiding such a catastrophe requires unimpeachable data, but should one occur, the Trump administration may decide that political survival requires lying. Such lies are more effective without the data to contest them.

The reasons for this wholesale destruction are as ideological as they are short-sighted. Conservatives have made no secret of their hostility toward higher education and academia. In 2021, as my colleague Yair Rosenberg recently noted, J. D. Vance, then a Senate candidate, gave an address in which he quoted Richard Nixon saying, "The professors are the enemy," and laid out his belief that colleges and universities "make it impossible for conservative ideas to ultimately carry the day."

Vance's premise is falsified by the simple existence of the second Trump administration. But it also reveals the administration's apparent objective, which is to destroy the ability to discover, accumulate, or present any knowledge that could be used to oppose Trumpism. Although Vance couched his objections in terms of universities teaching dogma instead of "truth," the administration's recent actions suggest it believes that the only truth is Trumpist dogma. "The voting patterns of most university professors," Vance posted on X over Memorial Day weekend, "are so one-sided that they look like election results in North Korea." A MAGA re-education to impart the correct political beliefs is demanded.

Workers must be disciplined, the media must be silenced, schools must be brought under political control, and research institutions must not broach forbidden topics. Information that might contain the seed of political opposition--that might interfere with conservative ideas carrying the day--must be suppressed.

Last month, the administration cut a climate-change research grant awarded to Princeton for fear it would give children "climate anxiety." In a statement calling for the defunding of NPR and PBS, the White House complained about a story correctly describing banana slugs as hermaphrodites, describing it as "woke propaganda." When American intelligence analysts conveyed their view that the Venezuelan gang Tren de Aragua was not a state actor and was not "invading" the United States, some were fired while others were told to "rethink" the analysis--to cook the books for the administration in order to justify its lawless deportation program. As the journalist Spencer Ackerman notes, this is exactly the kind of thing that led America into the disastrous invasion of Iraq.

The attack on knowledge is disproportionately an attack on knowledge workers, the part of the white-collar workforce employed in some kind of research, archival, or instructional work. Less funding for scholarly and scientific institutions will mean fewer researchers, analysts, scholars, and scientists. It will mean fewer institutions capable of employing white-collar workers. Fewer people will go to college, and there will be fewer opportunities after graduation for those who do.

Additionally, the Trump administration wants to see fewer underrepresented minorities in these professions--some of its largest cuts have been not only to research focusing on minority groups, but to programs designed to increase the number of students from underrepresented backgrounds in science, technology, engineering, and math professions. The Trump administration wants fewer highly educated workers, and it wants them as a group to be whiter and from wealthier families.

Read: The erasing of American science

Trump and his allies see highly educated people, in the aggregate, as a kind of class enemy of the MAGA project. Highly educated voters have trended leftward in recent elections, a phenomenon that has not-so-coincidentally appeared alongside the conservative movement's growing conviction that higher education must be brought under right-wing political control. In short, destroying American universities will also limit the growth of a Democratic-trending constituency--fewer educated voters will translate to fewer Democrats in office. The tech barons supporting Trump have companies that rely on educated workers, but they want submissive toilers, not active citizens who might conceive of their interests as being different from those of their bosses.

A formal education does not immunize anyone against adopting false beliefs, but two things are true: Many of Trump's supporters have come to see knowledge-producing institutions and the people who work for them as sources of liberal indoctrination that must be brought to heel or destroyed, and they do not want Americans trusting any sources of authority that are not Trump-aligned. This is of a piece with Trump's longtime strategy regarding the media, which, as he told CBS News in 2018, is "to discredit you all and demean you all so when you write negative stories about me, no one will believe you."

In the same 2021 speech, Vance declared, "We have got to get out of the mindset that the only way to live a good life in this country, the only way for our children to succeed, is to go to a four-year university, where people will learn to hate their country and acquire a lot of debt in the process." This point, on its own, is correct. Having a college degree should not be necessary for fulfilling and gainful employment. But wrecking America's scholarly and research institutions will not improve the lives of blue-collar workers. If anything improves as a result, it will be the MAGA right's own political dominance and the wealth of its benefactors, who will have successfully destroyed public services while slashing their own taxes and the regulations that constrain their corporations, and rewarding themselves with government contracts.

In March, The Washington Post reported that the Trump administration was "moving to privatize a sweeping number of government functions and assets--a long-standing Republican goal that's being catalyzed by billionaire Elon Musk." Part of this effort will be to replace human workers with large language models, or artificial intelligence," automating parts of the federal government with an untested technology that amounts to a bailout for the private companies that have developed AI without finding a profitable use for it. This will make government functions worse, but it will help sustain investment and profitability for the wealthy investors backing the technology. Like most other IT technologies, of course, AI was developed with support from the same federal agencies that the tech barons are now helping dismantle.

The extent of this looting will be difficult to determine, because in effect, the attack on knowledge is also an attack on political accountability. Accountability requires information. The public must know what is happening if it is ever going to demand change. But without information about what the government is doing, the administration and MAGA more generally will entrench themselves, such that their corruption, destruction, and mismanagement can occur without oversight or risk of a public reckoning.

Notwithstanding Musk's insistence that he is reducing "waste, fraud, and abuse" in the government, the Trump administration has been gutting the very institutions charged with gathering information about what the government does--not just with finding wrongdoing or inefficiency, but with preserving its own records and those produced by investigations of private firms. In early February, Trump fired the head of the National Archives. The damage that would be caused by manipulation or destruction of historical records could be irreversible.

The future record is perhaps at even greater risk. Those past records must be actively destroyed, whereas records of what the government does from now on may simply never be made. The Trump administration has unlawfully fired inspectors general who have done government-accountability work in the past, while taking aim at regulatory agencies responsible for oversight of industry, such as the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, whose investigations are important not only because they protect investors and consumers but because they produce records of corporate misconduct. The administration has also taken aim at the independence of the Securities and Exchange Commission, closing more than 100 ongoing investigations. All of this ruins the government's capacity not only to learn how to make itself better, but to monitor the health of financial markets and root out corporate malfeasance.

But corporate misconduct is not the only kind of misconduct, and the Trump administration has also targeted other forms of record-keeping on government abuse, including a database of federal law-enforcement officials who have been fired, sued, or convicted of wrongdoing. The Trump administration removed the database, The Appeal reported. In other words, the Trump administration has deliberately made it easier for bad cops to keep finding work as officers. In key institutions that determine how and when the government uses force, such as the Pentagon and the Justice Department, the administration has been firing lawyers whose troublesome legal advice might prevent the president from committing crimes or who might provide records of the decision to do so. The logic is that of the Mafia--no body, no evidence, no crime.

John Q. Barrett, a law professor at St. Johns University who worked in the Department of Justice's inspector general's office in the 1990s, offered me a couple of examples of the kind of corruption and abuse that the office uncovered. In one instance, the IG discovered that FBI crime labs had mishandled forensic evidence for years, including "significant instances of testimonial errors, substandard analytical work and deficient practices." In another, an IG report found that Bureau of Prisons officials were taking bribes to facilitate drug smuggling and organized crime. Yet another IG investigation found that immigration officials were manipulating statistics to make it seem like they were more successful in deterring illegal immigration than they actually were.

Barrett emphasized that the attack on knowledge will encourage more waste, fraud, and abuse in government. "Sometimes," he said, referring to when he worked in the inspector general's office, "there were big-dollar savings; sometimes there were big program mismanagement, identifications, and corrections. Sometimes it was just making people sit up straighter and remember to meet their responsibilities." Under Trump, he warned, "I think lots of petty corruption will flourish. People do engage in petty corruption, but when they get caught, that deters everybody else on their corridor from basic stuff like per diem fraud and voucher fraud and travel-expense padding."

If Trump were actively trying to facilitate such petty corruption, it would be hard to see what he would do differently. "What they've done is to effectively neuter the institutions that were created to do exactly what they say Musk and DOGE are doing," Michael Bromwich, a former Department of Justice inspector general who in the 1990s uncovered significant problems at an FBI crime lab that forced the bureau to review hundreds of cases, told me. "You would do that because you want to control the criticism of your appointees, your secretaries of defense, of state, of labor. You would do that because you don't want to subject them to written criticism that's contained in both the semiannual reports and the audit, inspection, and investigation reports. You would do that because you want to be able to do things in secret, and you want to be able to do them in a way that's unverifiable."

Trump's attack on knowledge will harm not just the so-called elites he and his allies are punishing. The long-term price of solidifying their power in this way will be high--perhaps even higher than Trumpism's wealthy benefactors expect. One obvious cost is the damage to technological, scientific, and social advancement. Another will be the impossibility of self-governance, because a public denied access to empirical reality cannot engage in self-determination as the Founders imagined.

"We've been having a conversation about who should be the arbiter of truth online for some time, because misinformation was such a major issue, all the way dating back to 2016 and before," Atiba Solomon, the Yale professor, told me. "And I feel like now it's not just who's the arbiter of truth online; it's who's going to be the arbiter of truth in the public, formal record. That's what's at stake here in terms of long-term stuff. You're not just talking about uncomfortable lacunae in the knowledge-production process. You're talking about the possibility of a knowledge-production process."

Read: A new kind of crisis for American universities

A population dependent on whatever engagement-seeking nonsense is fed to them on a manipulated social-media network is one that is much easier to exploit and control. By destroying knowledge, including the very scholarship that would study the effects of the administration's policies on society, the Trump administration and its allies can ensure that their looting of the federal government and public goods can never be fully rectified or punished.

For Trump and his allies, this large-scale destruction of the knowledge-production process could be quite lucrative in the short term. Some examples of this, such as Musk using his influence to secure himself federal contracts and the administration removing regulations on pollution on behalf of Trump's oil-industry allies, are obvious. But fewer restraints on business means more corporations getting away with scamming and exploiting their customers, and more money for unscrupulous hucksters like those surrounding the president.

The disappearance of high-quality empirical evidence means not only fewer rebuttals of right-wing dogmas, but also a bigger market for wellness pseudoscience and other scams--such as Kennedy's imbecilic suggestion to treat the growing measles outbreak in the Southwest with cod-liver oil. America under Trump is rejecting one of the most effective health-care infrastructures in human history and embracing woo-woo nonsense on par with medieval doctors measuring the four humors.

The book burnings of the past had physical limitations; after all, only the books themselves could be destroyed. The Trumpist attack on knowledge, by contrast, threatens not just accumulated knowledge, but also the ability to collect such knowledge in the future. Any pursuit of forbidden ideas, after all, might foster political opposition. Better for Americans to be as gullible and easily manipulated as the people who buy brain pills from right-wing podcasts, use ivermectin to treat COVID, or believe that vaccines are "weapons of mass destruction." This purge will dramatically impair the ability to solve problems, prevent disease, design policy, inform the public, and make technological advancements. Like the catastrophic loss of knowledge in Western Europe that followed the fall of Rome, it is a self-inflicted calamity. All that matters to Trumpists is that they can reign unchallenged over the ruins.



This article originally stated that J. D. Vance was a senator in 2021. He was a Senate candidate.
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        Striking Down Trump's Tariffs Isn't a Judicial Coup
        Conor Friedersdorf

        The debate over President Donald Trump's tariffs often focuses on whether they are prudent. Defenders insist that Trump's tariffs will help make America great again and boost national security. Critics counter that they'll wreck the economy. But the strongest argument against the tariffs is actually that they are unlawful. Neither the Constitution nor any statute authorizes Trump to impose what he ordered.Now, months after sticklers for the rule of law began making that argument, it has finally b...

      

      
        The Perilous Spread of the Wellness Craze
        Sheila McClear

        For many Americans, health care is something to be dreaded and deferred--a source of pain, wasted time, or financial hardship. For luckier Americans, it could mean curling up on an exam table in a med spa and receiving a "gravity" colonic. Amy Larocca's new book about the wellness industry, How to Be Well: Navigating Our Self-Care Epidemic, One Dubious Cure at a Time, opens with the author undergoing exactly this procedure, against doctor's orders. The water forced into her colon will, she writes,...

      

      
        A Way to Understand Pope Leo XIV's Mission of Love
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Confounding the prognostication of oddsmakers and Vatican watchers everywhere, Cardinal Robert Francis Prevost was elected as Pope Leo XIV on May 8, becoming the first pope in history from the United States. The new Holy Father served for many years as a missionary in South America and is a dual citizen of the U.S. and Peru. In his first remarks as pope, from the balcony overlooking St. Peter's S...

      

      
        The Long Goodbye to College
        Amogh Dimri

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The month of May marks the first anniversary of my college graduation--or, as I call it, the inevitable and dreaded start of my adulthood. This time last year, I questioned what I wanted from my future, endured the implosion of a close-knit social life, parted ways with a failed situationship, and tried ...

      

      
        Diddy's Defenders
        Xochitl Gonzalez

        America is riveted by the Diddy trial for many reasons: celebrity, kink, drugs, violence, guns, baby oil. You can almost hear Ryan Murphy calling FX now to pitch American Crime Story: Diddy Do It? Influencers are staking out the courthouse, live-updating X with witnesses' testimony, and providing TikTok updates that one creator calls "Diddy-lations." And people are eating it up.Diddy--whose legal name is Sean Combs--has pleaded not guilty to the charges he faces of racketeering conspiracy and sex t...

      

      
        The Conversations Trump's Doctors Should Be Having With Him
        Louise Aronson

        In contrast to his aging predecessor, President Trump appears robust and energetic. Yet, like Joe Biden, Donald Trump is an elderly man, and he will become the oldest sitting president in U.S. history by the end of his second term. In light of recent revelations about Biden's declining health, as a doctor and an expert in aging, I have been thinking about the responsibilities of Trump's doctors to him and to the American public. If the way we care for elderly people is distinct because their bodi...

      

      
        Bring Back Communal Kid Discipline
        Stephanie H. Murray

        On a trip to Prague a couple of years ago, my family piled into a rapidly filling metro car, and I wound up sitting next to my 6-year-old daughter, while her 4-year-old sister sat directly across from us, on her own. At one point, my youngest pulled a knee up to her chest and rested her foot on the seat. Almost immediately, a woman sitting next to her, who looked to be about 70, reached out and gently touched my daughter's foot, signaling her to put it down. My daughter was surprised, maybe a lit...

      

      
        A Swiss Village Destroyed by a Landslide
        Alan Taylor

        Alexandre Agrusti / AFP / GettyThis photograph shows the remaining buildings of the village of Blatten, in the Swiss Alps, buried by a landslide, on May 29, 2025. Blatten residents were evacuated last week after several smaller landslides, but one person remains missing. Rising floodwater from the blocked Lonza river is now inundating the few surviving buildings and threatening downstream villages.Gunter Fischer / Universal Images Group / GettyThis archive photo from 2020 shows the village of Bla...

      

      
        Why Pilots Don't Get Therapy
        Jocelyn Frank

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsAn average person struggling with anxiety or depression might try behavioral therapy or medication, and then ideally get back to a stable, healthy life. But commercial pilots face a different calculation. When pilots seek out mental-health care, they risk disrupting their livelihoods, derailing their careers and sometimes their permission to fly.Last year, the FAA convened a panel of experts to develop recommendations aim...

      

      
        The Trump Presidency's World-Historical Heist
        David Frum

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.During his first presidency, Donald Trump collected millions of dollars of other people's money. He charged the taxpayer nearly $2 million to protect him during the hundreds of times he visited his own properties. He accepted millions of dollars of campaign-related funds from Republican candidates who sought his favor. His businesses collected at least $13 million from foreign governments over his first ter...

      

      
        How a Recession Might Tank American Romance
        Faith Hill

        Life was bleak, bleak, bleak: Soup-kitchen lines ran for blocks. Teenagers walked across the nation on foot, looking for work. Parents fashioned cardboard soles for their children's little shoes. This was the Great Depression, and Americans were suffering. But many of them did have one thing to look forward to: dating. Young people still went to movies and dances; they shared ice-cream sundaes or Coca-Colas. (They called the latter a "Coke date.") Not everyone could manage such luxuries, Beth Bai...

      

      
        A Film That Captures a 'Friend Breakup'
        Shirley Li

        Men will literally, as the meme goes, do anything to avoid therapy. They'll start wars. They'll become obsessed with the Roman empire. They'll join more improv teams than they could possibly need. The meme captures the exaggerated nature of the "male-loneliness epidemic" narrative: Despite a recent study finding that American men and women are roughly equally lonely, the idea that men are especially unable to cope with social isolation persists.But for Craig Waterman, the protagonist of the new f...

      

      
        The New Dark Age
        Adam Serwer

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Updated at 1:13 p.m. ET on May 27, 2025The warlords who sacked Rome did not intend to doom Western Europe to centuries of ignorance. It was not a foreseeable consequence of their actions. The same cannot be said of the sweeping attack on human knowledge and progress that the Trump administration is now undertaking--a deliberate destruction of education, science, and history, conducted with a fanaticism that ...

      

      
        A Reality Check for Tech Oligarchs
        John Kaag

        Technologists currently wield a level of political influence that was recently considered unthinkable. While Elon Musk's Department of Government Efficiency slashes public services, Jeff Bezos takes celebrities to space on Blue Origin and the CEOs of AI companies speak openly of radically transforming society. As a result, there has never been a better moment to understand the ideas that animate these leaders' particular vision of the future.In his new book, More Everything Forever, the science j...

      

      
        The Era of DEI for Conservatives Has Begun
        Rose Horowitch

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.No one would be surprised to learn that an elite university has a plan to counteract the structural barriers to the advancement of a minority group. Johns Hopkins University's latest diversity initiative, however, has managed to put a new spin on a familiar concept: The minority group in question is conservative professors.Between 30 and 40 percent of Americans identify as conservative, but conservatives make...

      

      
        The Coming Democratic Civil War
        Jonathan Chait

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.A civil war has broken out among the Democratic wonks. The casus belli is a new set of ideas known as the abundance agenda. Its supporters herald it as the key to prosperity for the American people and to enduring power for the liberal coalition. Its critics decry it as a scheme to infiltrate the Democratic Party by "corporate-aligned interests"; "a gambit by center-right think tank & its libertarian donors";...

      

      
        What the Show of the Summer Knows About Intimacy
        Sophie Gilbert

        The beach-read vibes are strong with Sirens, a Netflix miniseries set on a moneyed northeastern island compound that, at first glance, seems awfully familiar. The hydrangeas bloom with manicured abandon. The dramatic tension is stoked with top-shelf liquor and minor acts of class warfare. Absolutely everyone has secrets. The enigmatic trophy wife at the center, Michaela, is played not by Nicole Kidman--as is, at this point, stylistic tradition--but by Julianne Moore, effusing lavender mist and toxi...

      

      
        The 'Man-Eater' Screwworm Is Coming
        Sarah Zhang

        The United States has, for 70 years, been fighting a continuous aerial war against the New World screwworm, a parasite that eats animals alive: cow, pig, deer, dog, even human. (Its scientific name, C. hominivorax, translates to "man-eater.") Larvae of the parasitic fly chew through flesh, transforming small nicks into big, gruesome wounds. But in the 1950s, the U.S. Department of Agriculture laid the groundwork for a continent-wide assault. Workers raised screwworms in factories, blasted them wi...

      

      
        How America Lost Control of the Seas
        Arnav Rao

        "He who commands the sea has command of everything," the ancient Athenian general Themistocles said. By that standard, the United States has command of very little.America depends on ocean shipping. About 80 percent of its international trade by weight traverses the seas. The U.S. needs ships to deliver nearly 90 percent of its armed forces' supplies and equipment, including fuel, ammunition, and food. Commercial shipyard capacity is essential for surge construction of warships and sealift-suppor...

      

      
        The People Who Clean the Ears of Lincoln (And Other Statues)
        Alan Taylor

        Bettmann / GettyNational Parks Service worker James Hudson uses a cloth-wrapped pole to clean the ear of the statue at the Lincoln Memorial in 1987.Gary Hershorn / GettyMaintenance workers clean a statue in Central Park, in New York City, in 2016.Anton Vaganov / ReutersA municipal worker scrubs a statue of the Soviet state founder Vladimir Lenin in Saint Petersburg, Russia, in 2023.Kyodo / ReutersA crew carries out the annual cleaning of the 120-meter-tall Ushiku Daibutsu Great Buddha statue in U...

      

      
        The Pedestrians Who Abetted a Hawk's Deadly Attack
        Katherine J. Wu

        In November of 2021, Vladimir Dinets was driving his daughter to school when he first noticed a hawk using a pedestrian crosswalk.The bird--a young Cooper's hawk, to be exact--wasn't using the crosswalk, in the sense of treading on the painted white stripes to reach the other side of the road in West Orange, New Jersey. But it was using the crosswalk--more specifically, the pedestrian-crossing signal that people activate to keep traffic out of said crosswalk--to ambush prey.The crossing signal--a loud...

      

      
        The President's Pattern of Impatience
        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.During Donald Trump's first stint as president, the political scientist Daniel Drezner maintained a very long thread on the site formerly known as Twitter. Each entry had the same text--"I'll believe that Trump is growing into the presidency when his staff stops talking about him like a toddler"--followed...

      

      
        Trump's Campaign to Scare Off Foreign Students
        Rose Horowitch

        During last year's presidential campaign, Donald Trump endorsed a novel idea: Foreign students who graduated from college in the United States would automatically get a green card, instead of having to scramble for a new visa or leave the country entirely. "They go back to India; they go back to China," he told the tech-plutocrat hosts of the All-In Podcast in June. He lamented the loss of students who "become multibillionaires employing thousands and thousands of people," and declared, "It's so ...

      

      
        J. D. Vance's Bargain With the Devil
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, David opens with a Memorial Day message about corruption and extortion in the Trump White House, including revelations about meme-coin pay-to-play schemes and foreign-financed golf courses.Then David is joined by his Atlantic colleague George Packer to discuss Packer's new profile of Vice President J. D. Vance. They examine Vance's sharp political turn from thoughtful memoirist to c...

      

      
        The Administration Takes a Hatchet to the NSC
        Thomas Wright

        At 4:20 p.m. on the Friday before Memorial Day, Brian McCormack, the National Security Council chief of staff, sent an email to more than 100 staffers telling them that they had 30 minutes to clear out their desk. Nearly all were people the Trump administration had hired to the NSC.President Donald Trump has been gunning for the NSC since 2019, during his first term in office, when two staffers filed a whistleblower complaint about his call with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky and got him ...
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Striking Down Trump's Tariffs Isn't a Judicial Coup

Congress, not the executive branch, has the power to enact tariffs.

by Conor Friedersdorf




The debate over President Donald Trump's tariffs often focuses on whether they are prudent. Defenders insist that Trump's tariffs will help make America great again and boost national security. Critics counter that they'll wreck the economy. But the strongest argument against the tariffs is actually that they are unlawful. Neither the Constitution nor any statute authorizes Trump to impose what he ordered.

Now, months after sticklers for the rule of law began making that argument, it has finally been vindicated: Yesterday, the United States Court of International Trade, the federal court with jurisdiction over civil actions related to tariffs, struck down almost all of Trump's tariffs in a 49-page ruling. The decision includes a detailed discussion of the International Emergency Economic Powers Act, the 1977 law delegating increased power over trade to the president during national emergencies, which the White House had cited to support its moves. It concludes that the law does not authorize any of Trump's tariff orders.

Administration officials quickly challenged the ruling's legitimacy. "It is not for unelected judges to decide how to properly address a national emergency," White House spokesperson Kush Desai said in a statement. "The judicial coup is out of control," Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller posted on social media. But their objections are dubious, not because the judiciary never overreaches, but because at least three features of this dispute make the argument for judicial overreach here especially weak.

David Frum: The ultimate bait and switch of Trump's tariffs

First, the Constitution is clear: Article I delegates the tariff power to Congress, and Article II fails to vest that power in the presidency. So the Trump administration begins from a weak position. And the court's ruling did not arrogate the tariff power to the judiciary, which might have warranted describing it as "a judicial coup." It merely affirmed Congress's power over tariffs. Americans need not fear a judicial dictatorship here. Congress can do whatever it likes. Indeed, it could pass a law reinstating all of Trump's tariffs today without violating the court's ruling. But Congress is extremely unlikely to do so, in part because Trump's tariff policy clearly lacks public support; for example, a recent poll found that 63 percent of Americans disapprove of it.

Second, the plaintiffs in this particular lawsuit include the states of Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Illinois, Maine, Minnesota, Nevada, New Mexico, New York, and Vermont--all democratically accountable entities in a federal system where states are meant to act as a check on unlawful exercises of federal power. All of those states asked the court to rule in this manner to vindicate their rights under the law. As Oregon's attorney general put it, "We brought this case because the Constitution doesn't give any president unchecked authority to upend the economy." States controlled by both Republicans and Democrats routinely file lawsuits asking the judiciary to strike down purportedly unlawful actions by the president. There is bipartisan consensus that such judicial review is legitimate, not couplike, and such rulings have constrained presidents from both parties.

Roge Karma: The impossible plight of the pro-tariff liberals

Third, when Congress created the Court of International Trade and later defined its jurisdiction, its precise intent was to create an arm of the judiciary that would exercise authority over trade disputes. Congress made a deliberate choice to alter an earlier law vesting that power in the Treasury Department, under the executive branch, and deliberately vested it in a court instead. To quote from the 1980 law that defined its powers, "The Court of International Trade shall have exclusive jurisdiction of any civil action commenced against the United States, its agencies, or its officers, that arises out of any law of the United States providing for tariffs." Policing whether or not a tariff complies with the law and the Constitution is central, not peripheral, to the court's ambit.

If the Trump administration kept its criticism of the judiciary to edge cases, where there is real doubt about how the Constitution separates powers, it could plausibly claim to be engaged in the sort of dispute that is inevitable when branches of the federal government are checking one another as intended. That it seeks to delegitimize even this ruling suggests contempt for any check on the power of the presidency, not principled opposition to judicial overreach.

The Constitution explicitly vests the tariff power in Congress, and wisely so: Empowering one person to impose taxes and pick economic winners and losers tends toward corruption and dictatorship. Going forward, Congress should set tariff policy itself, and impeach any president who tries to usurp its authority.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/05/trump-tariffs-court-rulings/682964/?utm_source=feed
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The Perilous Spread of the Wellness Craze

A new book reveals how health-care inequality fueled the spread of anti-science conspiracy theories.

by Sheila McClear




For many Americans, health care is something to be dreaded and deferred--a source of pain, wasted time, or financial hardship. For luckier Americans, it could mean curling up on an exam table in a med spa and receiving a "gravity" colonic. Amy Larocca's new book about the wellness industry, How to Be Well: Navigating Our Self-Care Epidemic, One Dubious Cure at a Time, opens with the author undergoing exactly this procedure, against doctor's orders. The water forced into her colon will, she writes, discharge toxins, and the result will "change my life, provide perspective and purpose and a near-ecstatic lightness of being."

Larocca, a reporter who spent two decades covering fashion for New York magazine, is being somewhat facetious. But only somewhat. She can't deny being a willing participant as well as a skeptic, and she's far from the only woman who has chased the idea of being not just healthy but well--a state she describes as the new "feminine ideal." Wellness is a $6.3 trillion industry, according to a 2024 report from the Global Wellness Institute, an industry trade group. That's bigger than the GDP of Germany, and nearly four times the size of the global pharmaceutical industry. The real growth has been within the past 10 years--the GWI's report calls it the "wellness decade." And women represent most of its consumers.

In a nation known for its relatively poor health, nearly everybody seems to be thinking about how to be healthy: According to a 2024 report from McKinsey, 82 percent of U.S. consumers consider wellness to be a "top or important priority in their everyday lives," and 58 percent said they were prioritizing wellness more than they had the previous year.

Another year on, even more has changed. With Donald Trump's appointment of Robert F. Kennedy Jr. as the secretary of Health and Human Services, the ethos of wellness has been incorporated into the "Make America healthy again" movement, a cause marked by extreme skepticism about conventional medicine (including vaccines) and extreme openness to purported alternative cures. MAHA reached a new apotheosis this month with Trump's nomination of the wellness influencer Casey Means for surgeon general. Means graduated from medical school but does not have an active medical license, having dropped out of her surgical residency because she "saw how broken and exploitative the healthcare system is," as she wrote on her website. Although she's expressed skepticism about the national vaccine schedule for children, some MAHA adherents are worried that she's not anti-vax enough. If confirmed, she will join Mehmet Oz within the broader ranks of HHS; before being tapped to lead the Medicare and Medicaid programs, he was a celebrity physician and daytime TV host with a history of espousing unreliable medical advice. Mainstream medicine may have good reason to frown on these government officials, but their rise to power is explicable: Americans are exhausted from navigating a health-care system so costly and inconvenient that it has sent many of them scrambling for alternatives.

Read: The wellness women are on the march

MAHA is such a young movement that Larocca's book couldn't be expected to account for it. But the author deftly transcribes the writing on the wall. Wellness culture spread "like a rash," she writes, showing up in the places you might expect--The White Lotus, the influencers selling detoxes to Los Angeles wildfire victims--and the places you wouldn't. The Financial Times, for example, recently published an article on the scientifically challenged practice of somatic "tapping," under a vertical titled "Adventures in Woo-Woo." Art in America's recent "Spring Wellness Issue" features a story about Marina Abramovic's rebirth as an alternative healer. (The 78-year-old artist hawks "longevity drops" for roughly $130.) And good luck attending a wedding free of woo-woo this summer: An event planner told The New York Times last month that about 75 percent of the weddings she organizes contain a "wellness element"--sound baths, beach yoga, or "spiritual-growth sessions," for example. The well women overtook the fashion world long ago: While researching this article, I received an invitation from the designer Maria Cornejo for a gathering at her downtown boutique. She was promoting not her latest collection but a new book on longevity. "Ayurvedic mocktails" were promised.

How to Be Well sets out to capture the depth and breadth of the wellness invasion--its fads, its legitimate practices, and its so-called cures. Larocca details the impressive variety of forms wellness can take: ingesting supposedly magical super-ingredients (ashwagandha, matcha, hyperlocal honey), chasing spiritual highs from fitness classes (SoulCycle, Peloton), or attending a $1,000 wellness-focused "traveling road show" from Goop, Gwyneth Paltrow's health company, valued several years ago at $250 million.

There is something old and something new in this welter of products and practices. Even as the movement repackages traditional practices from China and India, it also promises better health through data collection, biohacking, and at its most extreme end, the Silicon Valley cult of longevity advanced by Peter Thiel and others. Larocca homes in on the often-caricatured type of the Lululemon-wearing, Pilates-toned girlie--"hopped up on her plant-based diet and elaborate adaptogen regimen"--whom she got to know well during her years writing about the fashion world. But she also devotes space to its advocates on the far right, including the conspiracist news site Infowars, which shills some supplements containing the same on-trend ingredient--ashwagandha root--that features in products sold by many mainstream wellness companies, including the Los Angeles hippie-chic brand Moon Juice.

The nomination of Means represents a merger between these anti-establishment forces on the left and the right. MAHA is generally associated with its own version of health and wellness--downvoting vaccines, seed oils, and hormonal birth control while promoting ideas ranging from the basic or commonsense (wholesome school lunches and preventive medicine, good; pesticides and microplastics, bad) to the dubious or risky (raw-dairy consumption, skipping shots, eschewing fluoride). Under Trump, MAHA's big tent draws in snake-oil salespeople alongside skeptics, paranoiacs, and ideologues. Uniting them is a deep disdain for the health-care industry. After critics pointed out that Means never finished her medical residency, Kennedy replied on X, "Casey is the perfect choice for Surgeon General precisely because she left the traditional medical system--not in spite of it." Larocca asks: "Is wellness just consumerism, or is it a new politics, a new religion?" Perhaps it is all three.

If MAHA is a religion, it represents a kind of prosperity gospel in a country where access to health care is often determined by wealth. "Good health in America has been elevated as a luxury commodity as opposed to a fundamental right," Larocca writes. The average American, she notes, spends just 19 minutes a year talking with a primary-care physician. Meanwhile, the average member of Parsley Health--a "direct primary care" health-and-wellness clinic whose standard membership costs $225 a month without insurance--spends at least 200 minutes a year being listened to. In short: To get that kind of attention from a doctor, you'll have to pay dearly for it.

Read: America can't break its wellness habit

Nearly a third of Americans don't have adequate access to primary-care services, including regular checkups, a 2023 PBS News report found. And 40 percent of adults reported that they were delaying or forgoing doctor visits because of high costs. More than a third of all U.S. counties are "maternity care deserts," lacking a single obstetrician or birthing facility. The country spends more than twice as much money on health care as other high-income nations, with worse outcomes: 40 percent of Americans are obese, and six in 10 adults have a chronic illness.

For both the affluent and the aspirational customer, wellness seems to hold the promise of bridging a gap in medical care. The cost of wellness products and services has a very high ceiling, but the barrier to entry is low--almost anyone can purchase a $38 jar of adaptogenic "dust" that claims to improve your mood, and that option is much easier than bushwhacking your way toward finding a therapist who takes insurance. But most alternative cures are no more affordable than conventional medicine. Neither are members-only urgent-care practices that come with wellness bells and whistles. Sollis Health, for example, promises an average wait time of three and a half minutes or less--if you can pay its annual fee of at least $4,000.

The wellness industry and the MAHA movement may draw from different political cultures, but they both operate from a place of fear: We can't control skyrocketing infections or health costs, but we can try to manage--or at least tinker with--how we feel inside our bodies. At the height of the coronavirus pandemic, "taking care of yourself was going to be the only way to get through our terrifying new world," Larocca writes.

Particularly attracted to wellness's promises are women and people with chronic illnesses (also often women), Larocca writes, in part because the concerns of both groups have historically been played down by doctors. I find much truth in this argument, as many of my own forays into wellness have followed unsuccessful attempts to treat various ailments through the modern medical system. After years of visits with doctors to manage my migraines (none would prescribe one of the many available migraine medications; one suggested that I visit the ER if things "got really bad"), I found the solution in acupuncture and an individualized prescription for herbs. This successfully treated both the headaches and the joint pain roundly waved off by my rheumatologist. But the cure was costly: The herbs set me back $200 a month, the acupuncture $175 an hour--and you can imagine how much of this was covered by insurance.

Larocca does a good job of both explaining the wellness industry and ferreting out its scammier corners--the way that, for example, a variety of cleanses, clean-eating programs, and fasts are almost indecipherable from disordered eating. But she doesn't quite answer the bigger question: What are we owed in terms of our health? How much of it is our responsibility, as consumers, and how much can be laid at the feet of a government that has failed to create wide-scale solutions?

Read: How did healing ourselves get so exhausting?

That depends on whom you ask. The wellness industry views health as an individual pursuit, one that requires us to be model consumers and do the work necessary to recognize which goods and services to pay for. MAHA, meanwhile, seems to want to use the top-down power of legislation to mandate nutrition-labeling reform, limit the use of pesticides in our food system, create stricter rules for vaccine development, and call for the removal of toxins (however the government defines them) from the environment. (So far in his tenure, RFK Jr. has focused on redundancies at HHS, slashing thousands of jobs.)

But other messaging suggests that MAHA prefers to shift the burden onto the individual, too. "Once Americans are getting good science and allowed to make their own choices, they're going to get a lot healthier," RFK Jr. said in a November interview with NBC. So maybe we're on our own, either way, when it comes to curing what ails us.

Finally, you might be wondering: Does any of the stuff detailed in the book actually work? In her conclusion, Larocca, who has subjected herself to more wellness treatments than can be listed here, points to the solutions we already know: hydrate, sleep, exercise, eat plants instead of processed foods, seek out "the best medical care you can manage." (Hah.) She doesn't recommend a single product, practice, or service, although she does name one tip that helped her. Spoiler alert: It's a simple breathing exercise. And it's free.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2025/05/how-health-became-luxury-commodity/682957/?utm_source=feed
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A Way to Understand Pope Leo XIV's Mission of Love

He poses for us the great challenge of unity.

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.

Confounding the prognostication of oddsmakers and Vatican watchers everywhere, Cardinal Robert Francis Prevost was elected as Pope Leo XIV on May 8, becoming the first pope in history from the United States. The new Holy Father served for many years as a missionary in South America and is a dual citizen of the U.S. and Peru. In his first remarks as pope, from the balcony overlooking St. Peter's Square, he declared, "Together, we must look for ways to be a missionary Church" and called on all Catholics "to be missionaries."

This is neither a radical agenda nor a new one. Missionary work has been at the heart of the Catholic Church from its earliest days. This has not usually been of the knocking-on-doors sort; Catholics tend to be "service missionaries" who mingle their faith with an earthly vocation. Catholic movements throughout history have typically formed in response to a pressing worldly need. Some missionaries in these movements have cared for the sick (for example, the Brothers Hospitallers), while others have taught young people (the Jesuits) or fed the hungry (the Missionaries of Charity). The ethos is to treat both bodies and souls. As a lay Catholic myself, I consider my secular writing, speaking, and teaching to be the principal way that I share my faith publicly.

As the new pope charges Catholics to be service missionaries representing a missionary Church, then, the question is this: What pressing need do we face? Leo named it himself at his inaugural mass: "Brothers and sisters, this is the hour for love!" To bind up the wounds in our families, nations, and Church is the mission we need today--a mission of true love for a suffering world.

Francis X. Rocca: The conclave just did the unthinkable

Love is central to the Christian faith. In the Book of Genesis, God said, "Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness." In the New Testament, the apostle John clarifies that likeness: "God is love"; thus, we are made to love. As to precisely what that means, Saint Thomas Aquinas provides a compelling answer in his Summa Theologiae, written in the years before his death in 1274: "To love is to will the good of the other."

But as they say, the devil is in the details. Willing the good of others can take many different forms. Some might argue that in our messy world, a mission of love should emphasize simple empathy toward others, accepting people as they are without judgment. For psychologists, empathy means "adopting another person's emotional state." This is what leads parents to say "You are only as happy as your unhappiest child." An attitude of empathy can even imply the coupling of brains through the activation of mirror neurons.

If empathy were Leo's charge, then the mission of love would be to live and let live, without challenging views or behaviors that are at variance with natural law and Church teaching and without criticizing wrongdoing.

Leo is unlikely to take this path. Not that he lacks empathy--quite the opposite, based on his work and preaching. But he is also a canon lawyer, with deep expertise in the laws of the Catholic Church, which teach that mercy is incoherent without being accompanied by the recognition of right and wrong. Human suffering is very often the fruit of our own mistakes, and not all viewpoints are consistent with Church teaching. In these cases, what is needed is not just mercy but honesty. A faithful medical missionary would not neglect to give corrective advice about physical well-being; the same goes for moral well-being, even when correction is unwelcome. Getting along is great, but going along is not so great. As the Church has made clear, "the salvation of souls" is "the supreme law in the Church," which is always "to be kept before one's eyes."

If you think this simply sounds like inflexible theology, consider that behavioral-science research has found little support for the hypothesis that empathy is the best way to help others. As I have written before, a truer, more effective expression of love is compassion. People tend to use the terms compassion and empathy interchangeably, but their meanings are very different. Compassion encompasses empathy but also requires understanding the source of another's pain rationally and possessing the courage and forthrightness to name it and suggest a remedy, even if doing so might be difficult or unpopular. To see the difference, think of being the parent of an angst-ridden, rebellious teenager. Empathy imposes no rules. But compassion says, "These are the rules that will keep you safe. I insist on them because I love you, even if you hate me for doing so right now."

Empathy is easier than compassion, but not better. In fact, research has found that it is far less beneficial to the helper. It might even cause harm to the sufferer, because it can prejudice us toward some people and against others. As the psychologist Paul Bloom, who has studied the topic exhaustively, puts it, "Empathy is biased and parochial; it focuses you on certain people at the expense of others; and it is innumerate, so it distorts our moral and policy decisions in ways that cause suffering instead of relieving it." Love-as-empathy can invite us to share the mission of love only with those who are like us and encourage us to treat others as outsiders. Think of the political "my-side bias" so many people have today, which makes them very forgiving of the errors of people on their own side of an issue but utterly condemnatory of people on the other side. This is not at all the message of Jesus, and it makes ideological polarization worse.

True compassion means speaking forthrightly about faith and morality. And that's where things get even harder: Imparting a difficult truth (as you understand it) to someone when you have no love for them is not hard; doing it with love is the challenge. You may have found, as I have, that when you are impelled to criticize someone for their conduct, whatever feelings of warmth you had toward them are diminished, perhaps as a way to maintain your resolve.

To criticize without love also tends to be counterproductive--for both parties. It usually increases unwanted attitudes and behaviors. Think how you are affected when someone with whom you disagree on an issue--say, the environment--contemptuously tells you how stupid your position is. You are very unlikely to think, Wow, they're right--I do want to spoil God's beautiful creation out of pure selfishness! On the contrary, it makes you double down on your own position, a phenomenon psychologists call the "boomerang effect."

Missionary work requires using your values as a gift, not as a weapon. That means presenting these values with love and rejecting the culture of contempt that rewards insults with clicks, likes, and eyeballs. And remember: People are extremely adept at reading your feelings, so if you are bringing moral correction but are inauthentic in your claim that you care about others, they will know it.

The key to threading the needle of correction while maintaining love is found in one of the most famous passages in the Gospel, Jesus's teaching in the Sermon on the Mount to "love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you." As a commentary on the problem of feeling that love, Martin Luther King Jr.--a man with plenty of experience in moral correction of others based in love--said this in a 1957 sermon: "If you hate your enemies, you have no way to redeem and to transform your enemies. But if you love your enemies, you will discover that at the very root of love is the power of redemption."

Once again, what's morally right turns out to be empirically correct: Praying for others increases your capacity to forgive them.

Randy Boyagoda: The fraught relationship between a pope and his home

Achieving that mission of love will also serve the second goal Leo named in his inaugural mass: to build "a united Church, a sign of unity and communion, which becomes a leaven for a reconciled world." To non-Catholics, that might sound like a bromide. I see it differently, as the pope's acknowledgment that the Church itself has tremendous division and strife to overcome--as we have seen in the past decade's bitter fracturing between its conservative and progressive wings.

If we can learn to love truly, which means to will the well-being of another, we can achieve unity. Some of my most treasured friendships are with people who disagree with me on politics, religion, and social issues but who care deeply about me as a person despite my possibly foolish beliefs. You can surely say the same for someone significant in your life.

And it all begins at home. My wife and I disagree on many things and even voted differently in the most recent presidential election. But our adoration of, and admiration for, each other; our shared love of our children and grandchildren; and our commitment to the Catholic Church make such differences shrink to insignificance. Love unites.

Judging by his first words as pope, Leo XIV might launch the love mission the Church needs. And a missionary Church of love could be just what the world needs.
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The Long Goodbye to College

Any recent graduate will tell you that their head felt heaviest after the cap came off.

by Amogh Dimri




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


The month of May marks the first anniversary of my college graduation--or, as I call it, the inevitable and dreaded start of my adulthood. This time last year, I questioned what I wanted from my future, endured the implosion of a close-knit social life, parted ways with a failed situationship, and tried to scrub a stubborn beer stain out of my baby-blue graduation gown. I remember the endless parties, cigars that smelled like chocolate but tasted like ash, cheap champagne that we shook and sprayed but hardly drank, all that beer and wine we did drink. Now, as I watch videos of underclassmen donning their own robes, I face the unwelcome reminder that grass grows atop the grave of my college days.

The morning of my graduation, I struggled to follow a TikTok tutorial on how to tie a tie (eventually enlisting my roommate's help) and ate just a bag of Cheez-Its for breakfast. I walked across the stage for all of eight seconds, waving at the crowd without a clue where my family was seated. But none of those gripes mattered, because my dean winked at me as we shook hands and the school's anthem sounded better through Bluetooth speakers than it ever had through brass.

At graduations, even the slightest pageantry is enchanting. One 1923 Atlantic article remarked that merely being asked "Are you going to Commencement?" provoked joy: "Commencement had a meaning," the writer Carroll Perry explained. "It meant that the Governor of the Commonwealth was coming to Williamstown, and the sheriff of the County of Berkshire, with bell-crown and cockade, in buff waistcoat, carrying a staff. It meant wearing your Sunday suit all day Monday and Tuesday and Wednesday; it meant pretty girls from big cities; pretty girls, in stylish dresses, with wonderful parasols--girls who lived in New York."

But all of that pomp can be punctured by reality. At my alma mater, Columbia, there was confusion over whether the ceremony would happen at all, because of the campus protests against Israel's war in Gaza. (Ultimately, commencement was canceled and smaller graduation events, including mine, were moved off campus.) Matriculating into adulthood too often means entering a world plagued by conflict. In 1917, amid the throes of World War I, a father wrote a letter to his daughter for her graduation: "That, my daughter with your sheepskin in your hand, is the world into which you have graduated. It is a world in crisis; a world struggling toward a salvation only to be won by bitter effort," he wrote. "No one of us is exempt from contributing what we have and what we are to that endeavor."

Uncertainty is the word that defines the waning months of college and beyond. Finding a post-grad path is hard, not least because of the pressure to select one that may determine your career forever. Graduate school delays the job hunt by a few years, but the outcomes can vary. "Now, four years after having obtained an M. A. and a Ph. D., I am seemingly permanently unemployed," an anonymous graduate, with the byline of "Ph. D.," complained in 1940. And the pressure to keep up with your peers, especially financially, never goes away. One writer who was working as a carpenter went to dinner with old college friends, who all made substantially more money than he did, in white-collar positions. "I think it cheered them somewhat to learn that my hands had not been able to keep pace with their heads, commercially," he wrote in 1929.

Any recent graduate will tell you that their head felt heaviest after the cap came off. The night after graduation, my friends and I snuck into our freshman-year dorm. We reminisced about our four years together and wrote a message for the dorm's future inhabitants inside an electrical box in the same living room where we first met. And then the sun came up. I loaded my life into cardboard and loaded that cardboard into a minivan and slid my car window down to wave goodbye to it all. "Thus we launch the schoolboy upon life. Commencement meant commencement; it was the beginning of responsibility. He had to make his own chance now," the minister Edward E. Hale lamented in an 1893 essay. "His boyhood was over."

At some point after the blur of my victory lap, I suddenly found myself back at home, all alone. I'd been asked What's next? by some 20 people by then, but for the first time, I was forced to actually confront the question. I had no answer. I just mourned my boyhood.
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Diddy's Defenders

Was #MeToo a movement or a moment?

by Xochitl Gonzalez




America is riveted by the Diddy trial for many reasons: celebrity, kink, drugs, violence, guns, baby oil. You can almost hear Ryan Murphy calling FX now to pitch American Crime Story: Diddy Do It? Influencers are staking out the courthouse, live-updating X with witnesses' testimony, and providing TikTok updates that one creator calls "Diddy-lations." And people are eating it up.

Diddy--whose legal name is Sean Combs--has pleaded not guilty to the charges he faces of racketeering conspiracy and sex trafficking. Many Americans have taken to the comment sections to offer their full-throated belief in his innocence. Despite the video evidence of domestic violence, the photos of Combs's guns with serial numbers removed, and the multiple witnesses testifying that Combs threatened to kill them, this group insists that Diddy's biggest sin is nothing more than being a hypermasculine celebrity with "libertine" sexual tastes.

The trial is estimated to take eight to 10 weeks; we've made it through just two. No one can predict the outcome. But why do so many men--and a surprising number of women--feel the need to defend this man? The jury has already watched the now-infamous surveillance footage of Combs dragging Cassie Ventura, the prosecution's star witness, by the collar of her sweatshirt through a hotel--and that's not even one of the things he's on trial for.

I can't look away from the Diddy trial, because it feels like the trial not of one man, but of something much larger. The jury--made up of eight men and four women--will decide whether to convict Combs, but the broader culture, in its response to this trial, is deciding whether #MeToo was a movement or a moment.

Sophie Gilbert: The movement of #MeToo

At the center of the trial is the question of coercion. Did Ventura participate in hundreds of drug-fueled sexual encounters with strangers for Combs, who liked to watch, because she enjoyed them? Or did Combs use his power over her to force her? When they met, she was 19, an eager and ambitious singer. He was 17 years older, and arguably the most powerful man in the music industry. His label, Bad Boy, signed her to a highly unusual, long-term 10-album deal. He was her boss and, soon, her boyfriend. The evidence presented by both sides serves as a Rorschach test. How you see it says a lot about how the #MeToo movement did--or did not--alter your vision.

The facts seem clear. Ventura was a legal adult, but barely, when her career was effectively handed over to Combs in 2006. Today, musical artists such as Chappell Roan and Sabrina Carpenter invent their own persona. But in the mid-2000s, many artists were strictly controlled by their labels. Particularly when the artists were women. The people paying the bills didn't just dictate what these women sounded like--they dictated their hair color, their weight. You have to watch only one episode of Combs's MTV show Making the Band to get a taste of the climate he created. He made artists compete in singing battles to earn a bed to sleep in and ordered them to walk miles from Manhattan to Brooklyn to get him a specific slice of cheesecake. Behind the scenes, things were worse. One singer said Diddy controlled every aspect of her appearance "down to my toenails."

Sure, maybe Ventura loved him. But sometimes hostages fall in love with their captors. Even the ones who beat them. Sure, women have an array of sexual tastes, just like men. But it's hard to imagine a woman enjoying having intercourse while, as Ventura said in her testimony, suffering from a painful urinary tract infection. It's hard to imagine feeling aroused after your partner threw a glass bottle at you, as a male sex worker said he witnessed Combs do to Ventura. And when people are having a consensual good time, they don't usually try to sneak out of the room, barefoot--as Ventura was seen doing in the hotel surveillance footage--only for their partner to catch them, grab them by the back of the neck, throw them to the ground, and kick them. Repeatedly. Ventura said that the sex acts made her feel "worthless." But, as the video showed, attempting to extract herself came with a price.

It's been almost eight years since the Harvey Weinstein story broke and the #MeToo movement forced a reassessment of abuse and power. In the future, I remember thinking, we will not just speak out against bad actors; we will refuse to participate in the systems that protected them. Going forward, everyone would understand that, in a world of power imbalances, the difference between what a woman chooses and what happens to her can be very big indeed.

Danielle Bernstein: #MeToo has changed the world--except in court

Instead, something else happened over the subsequent years. American women have seen our rights eroded and our access to lifesaving health care curbed. An accused sexual abuser is president of the United States, and his administration is hard at work on schemes to persuade more women to stay home and have kids. Many men have fought hard to undermine the progress of the #MeToo movement. Like Combs running after Ventura in that video, they have tried to drag women back into the past, where they could do as they liked.

And lately, they have been having a lot of success.
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The Conversations Trump's Doctors Should Be Having With Him

An elderly president's physicians should press him to think through hard questions about his health.

by Louise Aronson




In contrast to his aging predecessor, President Trump appears robust and energetic. Yet, like Joe Biden, Donald Trump is an elderly man, and he will become the oldest sitting president in U.S. history by the end of his second term. In light of recent revelations about Biden's declining health, as a doctor and an expert in aging, I have been thinking about the responsibilities of Trump's doctors to him and to the American public. If the way we care for elderly people is distinct because their bodies and risks are distinct, perhaps the care of an elderly president should be, too.



Presidents are getting older--which is to be expected, given the doubling of the average human lifespan across the 20th century. As we age, the likelihood of disease goes up significantly each decade (which makes sense because human mortality is holding steady at 100 percent). An elevated risk of disease shouldn't exclude a person from any job--even one as important as the U.S. presidency--but in elderhood, certain diseases become more prevalent, such as heart disease and cancer, the leading causes of death for adults. After age 70, a person is also at increased risk for one or more health conditions in a category unique to old age, the so-called geriatric syndromes, which include cognitive impairment, functional decline, falls, and frailty.



On the surface, Trump seems stronger and less vulnerable than Biden did. Yet looks do not necessarily reflect risk for illness and disability. A hallmark of advanced age is its variability: One person may be physically powerful but have dementia; another might have hearing loss but no cognitive changes; a third could have heart disease, diabetes, high blood pressure, and high cholesterol--physiologic time bombs that increase a person's risk of major events such as heart attacks, strokes, and death.



And Donald Trump has lived in a way that raises his risk for heart and other serious diseases as he ages. For years, he has been overweight or obese, as measured by his BMI--which doesn't distinguish between lean, muscular weight, and fat, meaning he is likely even less healthy than his abnormal BMI suggests. His gait, though better than Biden's, demonstrates the same weakness of many lower extremity muscle groups, and his history of eschewing formal, particularly muscle-building, exercise means that his risk for falls and frailty is increasing more quickly than they would with resistance and balance training--recent signs that he might be adopting healthier habits notwithstanding. Equally important, fat on a body indicates fat in and around the body's critical organs and blood vessels, including the brain and heart.



To truly understand our current president's health, as a doctor I would want to know and follow not just his BMI but also his percentages of fat and muscle, and to track his strength, hand grip, and walking speed. His doctors should be discussing those predictive measures with him, as well as the negative effects his lifestyle might have on his heart health and cancer risk.



That would be true for any older patient, but the president's crucial role may well change which additional tests his doctors should consider. For example, routine screening for prostate cancer--which Biden reportedly did not undergo--is not recommended for men over age 70 because most, even if they develop prostate cancer, will die of something else. But these tests might make sense for a president over age 70 because the risks of a serious form of the cancer would affect not just the man but the country and the wider world. Other tests that fall into this category might include functional heart and brain scans, additional cancer screenings beyond usual age cutoffs, and certain biomarkers.



More aggressive screening would still have trade-offs for both the president and the nation. It could subject the president to unnecessary procedures and psychological stress. Opponents might use even a clinically insignificant diagnosis to their advantage. But more aggressive screening might also enable earlier diagnosis or, if a potentially disabling or lethal condition is found, succession planning.



Because the risk of adverse health events increases throughout the last third of life, we geriatricians recommend discussing what's known as "goals of care" with each patient--to get a sense of their values and their fears. We ask about what matters most to them in their life, which situations seem worth some suffering and which do not, and how they have handled and experienced past health events. Programs proven to help people clarify their priorities and plan ahead can help patients, families, and doctors choose a course most consistent with their values and goals.



For a president, such conversations are even more essential. First, they could help the president, as an individual, think through how to separate political pressures from personal needs and family responsibilities. Second, having a plan that protects the country should be a core responsibility for anyone in high office, and an elderly president in particular should think ahead of time about how to best serve the United States in the event of a majorly debilitating health event or general decline.



Goals-of-care conversations are difficult for some people--and some doctors. If Trump's doctors are not skilled at this sort of conversation, they should engage a consultant who is able to push him to reflect on how his answers to these questions would affect his ability to do his job, or the functioning of the country. Just as it's the president's responsibility to answer these difficult questions, so too is it his doctors' responsibility to pose them.
 
 When asked to comment, the White House did not address questions about Trump's risk, mitigation strategies, or contingency planning, but Liz Huston, a spokesperson, said over email that Trump "receives the highest-quality medical care" from his doctors and "is in great health as evidenced by the results of his comprehensive annual physical exam." (Huston also said the White House was not going to accept the unsolicited advice of "an activist Democrat doctor," referencing a 2023 article on aging politicians in which I wrote, based on what reporters had told me, that journalists decades younger than Nancy Pelosi had trouble keeping up with her.)



Trump's physicians face another challenge that most clinicians do not: Which information about their patient's health should they share with the public? In both Trump terms, many physicians have struggled to believe the information provided by the president's medical team and have suspected that his risks are being substantially downplayed. And now we know the problem exists in both major political parties. Biden's team seemingly withheld information that would have made clear that he did not have the physical or cognitive ability to govern for a second term. Surely, with such high stakes, the president's health is an exception to the usual rules of patient privacy. When a person signs up for "public office," by definition they forfeit some of the privacy protections the rest of us are entitled to by law. Their health and ability to do their job affect hundreds of millions of lives.



The U.S. could consider imposing a maximum age limit on the presidency. But that one-size-fits-all approach risks eliminating potentially fit and favored candidates. In its absence, the person leading the country should receive station-specific, evidence-based, and person-centered care--that attends to their role, medical conditions, functional abilities, and preferences. And the American public deserves transparency about the president's health.
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Bring Back Communal Kid Discipline

Many American adults hesitate to correct strangers' children in public. I wish it weren't so.

by Stephanie H. Murray




On a trip to Prague a couple of years ago, my family piled into a rapidly filling metro car, and I wound up sitting next to my 6-year-old daughter, while her 4-year-old sister sat directly across from us, on her own. At one point, my youngest pulled a knee up to her chest and rested her foot on the seat. Almost immediately, a woman sitting next to her, who looked to be about 70, reached out and gently touched my daughter's foot, signaling her to put it down. My daughter was surprised, maybe a little embarrassed. But she understood and quickly obeyed.

For a split second, I wondered if I ought to feel chastised: Perhaps the woman was judging me for having failed at some basic parental duty. But something about the matter-of-fact, almost automatic way the woman had intervened reassured me that she wasn't thinking much about me at all. She was just going through the motions of an ordinary day on the train, in which reminding a child not to put her foot on the seat was a perfectly natural gesture.

Ultimately, I was grateful for the woman's tap on my daughter's foot. But the exchange also felt foreign. In my experience, that sort of instruction, from a random adult to a stranger's child, isn't much of a thing in America (or, for what it's worth, in the United Kingdom, where I currently live). Many people don't seem to think they have the authority to instruct, let alone touch, a kid who isn't theirs. They tend to leave it to the parent to manage a child's behavior--or they may silently fume when the parent doesn't step up.

To informally test that assumption, I created a short online survey and ended up interacting with a dozen people from around the United States. Some were parents; some were not. Every single one said that outside certain situations--where they were familiar with a kid's parents, or where a child's safety was in question--they would hesitate before telling someone else's kid what to do, for fear of upsetting the parent. Marty Sullivan, a technology consultant based in Tennessee, gave a representative answer: "Generally I'd prefer to avoid risking escalation."

These responses struck me as a bit of a shame, because the exchange between my daughter and the woman in Prague seemed to reflect something altogether good. And I know I can't be alone in that thought: Both historical precedent and cultural norms in other parts of the world reinforce the idea that a stranger's meddling in the disciplining of children can have significant merits.

The highly individualistic approach to managing kids' behavior in public is particularly American--and a historical anomaly. David Lancy, an anthropologist and a professor emeritus at Utah State University, wrote to me that for the majority of human existence, it was unquestionable that "'the whole village' participates" in child-rearing. "Siblings, peers, aunts, grandmas," he told me, "all have distinct roles, including 'correcting.'"

When I asked Steven Mintz, a historian of families and childhood at the University of Texas at Austin, whether child-rearing in the United States, specifically, had ever involved a more collective approach, he seemed almost tickled: "Did it ever!" he wrote back. He recalled that during his own childhood, in the 1950s, he was "constantly corrected" by people other than his parents for his poor posture, hygiene, grooming, and language. Child-rearing into the first half of the 20th century was, he noted, "far more of a communal and public endeavor"--an approach that entailed a fair amount of what would, by contemporary standards, probably be considered intrusion. "Neighbors, teachers, shopkeepers, and even strangers on the street," Mintz wrote, "felt empowered, and often morally obligated, to correct a child's misbehavior, scold a lack of manners, break up a fight, or escort a wandering child back home."

Today, this sort of "village style" oversight remains a norm in some pockets of the United States. Michelle Peters, a project manager in El Paso, Texas, whose family has roots in Mexico, told me that she has seen communities in both the U.S. and Mexico take a more collective approach to child-rearing. "It is more common and more acceptable for adults to correct children who are not their own," she said, and people feel "a greater sense of social intimacy and immediacy," which extends to caregiving in public settings. Yet in much of the United States, Mintz told me, the collective has given way to a "privatized and protected model of parenting."

Read: The isolation of intensive parenting

As in other aspects of parenthood, that closed-off approach gives parents more control but also puts them under more pressure. If you're the sole arbiter of your child's public behavior, you have to keep a pretty close eye on your kid at all times. That sense of responsibility can also produce anxiety: Rather than just parenting as I see fit, I often find myself guessing--and second-guessing--whether my kids are bothering people or violating some unspoken rule. (Is my daughter standing way too close to that guy? Does that shopkeeper mind that my kid is flipping through their magazines?) Amy Banta, a mom of three in Salt Lake City, told me that this is one reason she really appreciates it when other people step in to correct her kids. "I cannot anticipate your every boundary that my child might possibly cross," she said. "You're gonna have to help me out."

If the goal is to steadily acquaint children with the conventions of polite society, it isn't clear that filtering all guidance through parents is the most effective approach. For one thing, kids are smart. A child who knows that his parent or other caregiver is the only one who will ever correct him might reasonably conclude that he can get up to no good whenever that adult turns away. What's more, I have found that a stranger's gentle intervention--as opposed to my nagging--can be a more effective means of conveying to my kids that the people around them are real people, with their own needs, whose space and comfort one ought to respect. Another adult's nudging can function as a kind of "social proof," as Banta put it--a reinforcement of the lessons a parent is trying to impart.

Read: A grand experiment in parenthood and friendship

Banta told me about a time when she took her then-5-year-old to a community-theater performance and he struggled to sit still. "I kept telling him that he couldn't wiggle in his seat, because he was shaking the whole row," Banta recalled, but "he didn't want to listen to me, because he was having so much fun bouncing." At intermission, another woman in the row asked Banta's son to stop shaking the seats so much. "I looked at my son and said, 'See? It's not just me,'" Banta told me. He was far more mindful of his movements during the second act, periodically checking to see if he was bothering the woman down the row--who gave him a big thumbs-up after the show ended.

The collective approach to correcting kids' behavior can have its drawbacks, of course. Plenty of people have truly unreasonable expectations about the way kids should act in public. Miranda Rake, a writer and mother of two in Oregon, told me that she thinks tolerance for ordinary kid behavior in much of America is too low. Even in Portland, which she considers quite laid back, she "gets the stink eye" in many places and feels like she's "on eggshells in a lot of coffee shops and certainly restaurants," she said. "There just isn't a culture of community around kids here." In her view, that complicates the question of whether interventions from nonparents would make the environment more or less family friendly.

Rake's concern is not entirely unfounded. In the United States, collective supervision of children has typically coincided with community norms that "could be rigid or exclusionary," Mintz told me, "and the authority of adults could at times be authoritarian or abusive." Meanwhile, in many modern societies outside America, tolerance for childlike unruliness is part and parcel of the more communal approach to raising kids. (That was also the norm for most of our evolutionary past, Sarah B. Hrdy, an anthropologist who has extensively studied child-rearing dynamics in traditional hunter-gatherer societies, told me. Where instruction does occur in such cultures, it tends to involve subtle, often nonverbal guidance--of the sort I encountered in Prague--rather than scolding or censure.)

Read: Is it wrong to tell kids to apologize?

The challenge of balancing tolerance and discipline aside, both Hrdy and Mintz observed that in many ways, American society is simply not set up for a thriving culture of community oversight. Where such a culture once existed, it was propped up by various forms of social infrastructure--the kind that has been steadily hollowed out over the past several decades, Mintz told me. American neighborhoods used to be more tightly knit. A lower proportion of mothers were employed outside the home, which meant that neighborhoods were filled with adults during the day who could keep an eye on one another's children. A strongly ingrained cultural respect for adult authority meant that "few questioned a neighbor's right to reprimand a child for rudeness or risk-taking behavior," Mintz said, and the potential personal risks (legal or otherwise) of disciplining a child not your own were fewer: "Adults could discipline, correct, or even physically intervene without fear of being sued, shamed, or filmed."

In an era when fewer people know or interact with their neighbors, and social trust has waned, the thought of reviving collective child-rearing norms may seem a little far-fetched. And yet, the Americans I spoke with seemed, on the whole, largely open to being a bit more direct with other people's kids--if only they could have assurance that such involvement would be welcome. I'll come out and say it: I would certainly welcome it.
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A Swiss Village Destroyed by a Landslide

On May 28, the small Alpine village of Blatten, Switzerland, was almost entirely buried under a massive landslide, following the collapse of a nearby glacier.

by Alan Taylor


This photograph shows the remaining buildings of the village of Blatten, in the Swiss Alps, buried by a landslide, on May 29, 2025. Blatten residents were evacuated last week after several smaller landslides, but one person remains missing. Rising floodwater from the blocked Lonza river is now inundating the few surviving buildings and threatening downstream villages. (Alexandre Agrusti / AFP / Getty)




This archive photo from 2020 shows the village of Blatten as it appeared before the landslide, in the Canton of Valais, Switzerland. (Gunter Fischer / Universal Images Group / Getty)




Mud and rocks slide down a mountain after a glacier partially collapsed, burying most of the village of Blatten, on May 28, 2025, in this screen grab taken from a handout video. (Pomona Media / Reuters)




An aerial view shows the destruction of Blatten, Switzerland, on May 29, 2025, one day after the landslide. (Jean-Christophe Bott / Keystone / AP)




Debris from a crumbling glacier that partially collapsed and tumbled onto the village of Blatten, seen on May 29, 2025. (Stefan Wermuth / Reuters)




This photograph taken from the nearby village of Ferden shows part of the landslide on May 29, 2025. (Fabrice Coffrini / AFP / Getty)




A helicopter flies above the landslide area in the Lotschental Valley on May 29, 2025. (Fabrice Coffrini / AFP / Getty)




A helicopter drops equipment in Ried, next to debris from the landslide, on May 29, 2025. (Stefan Wermuth / Reuters)




A view of the landslide, seen from the nearby village of Ferden on May 29, 2025. (Fabrice Coffrini / AFP / Getty)




Dust swirls above part of a collapsed glacier on the mountainside above the village of Blatten on May 29, 2025. (Stefan Wermuth / Reuters)




Floodwater rises in what remains of the village of Blatten, after the landslide blocked the river Lonza, seen on May 29, 2025. (Fabrice Coffrini / AFP / Getty)




A car is carried by a helicopter out of Blatten on May 29, 2025. (Stefan Wermuth / Reuters)




Several sheep are airlifted out of Blatten on May 29, 2025. (Stefan Wermuth / Reuters)




This photograph taken above Wiler shows the Bietschhorn mountain in the Swiss Alps after part of the huge Birch Glacier had collapsed the day before and destroyed the small village of Blatten, on May 29, 2025. (Fabrice Coffrini / AFP / Getty)




The remaining buildings of the village of Blatten, after surviving the landslide, are being slowly swallowed by rising floodwater from the river Lonza, which was blocked by the debris. (Alexandre Agrusti / AFP / Getty)
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Why Pilots Don't Get Therapy

A detailed system meant to keep pilots from flying when they need mental-health care may be leading them to avoid the help they need.

by Jocelyn Frank




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

An average person struggling with anxiety or depression might try behavioral therapy or medication, and then ideally get back to a stable, healthy life. But commercial pilots face a different calculation. When pilots seek out mental-health care, they risk disrupting their livelihoods, derailing their careers and sometimes their permission to fly.

Last year, the FAA convened a panel of experts to develop recommendations aimed at improving their system of medical reviews, intended to keep pilots who are suffering from severe mental distress out of the cockpit.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, The Atlantic's Jocelyn Frank reports on the detailed system that may be unintentionally leading pilots to avoid the care that they need, and increasing the risk to passenger safety.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin:  Plane crashes and aviation accidents happen for all kinds of reasons. The collision between the helicopter and the American Airlines flight near the D.C. airport, the Alaska Airlines flight where the door panel flew off shortly after takeoff--these terrifying incidents that make the news, they stick in our minds.

[Music]

Rosin:  But there's another, less-visible safety issue that doesn't really make the news. Pilots themselves have been raising the alarm about a different kind of risk to passenger safety and a risk to their own well-being. It involves a rule that's designed to protect passengers, but it might instead be making flying more dangerous.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Today our producer, Jocelyn Frank, is with us, with the story. Hi, Jocelyn.

Jocelyn Frank: Hi, Hanna. Thanks for having me.

Rosin: Sure. So you've been talking to pilots, and what have they been telling you?

Frank: Yeah, I recently interviewed quite a number of pilots, and one of them has really got me thinking differently about flight safety. His name is Chris Finlayson. He's been a pilot for 13 years. He's married and has two young daughters. And he's a first officer with one of the major airlines in the U.S. It's a job that comes with a lot of responsibility, a few flights every day. He's probably responsible for a few hundred people every time he shows up for work.

So when he got COVID, he had no hesitation about being grounded. He immediately stopped flying.

Chris Finlayson:  I got a really bad bout of long COVID: memory loss, brain fog, fatigue. That really tanked my serotonin. That all of a sudden triggered every anxiety I possibly had. December 19, 2021, was my last flight.


Frank: Even after most of his COVID symptoms subsided, his anxiety just kept going, and then he got anxiety about his anxiety.

Finlayson: And I remember sitting in my bed after a panic attack and just thinking I can't do this. And I remember going into the doctor's office in February of 2022 thinking that, frankly, I was throwing my career away.


Frank: For most people in a similar situation, having stress, anxiety, even panic attacks--it would lead them to try some behavioral therapy or medication, and then ideally, you just get back to a stable, typical, healthy life. But Chris Finlayson is a pilot, and for pilots there is a different calculation.

When pilots do seek out mental-health care, they risk derailing their careers, disrupting their livelihoods and, ultimately, sometimes their permission to fly. And if they don't seek help, they could be putting their lives and the lives of hundreds of passengers at risk.

[Music]

David Kerley (ABC journalist): These haunting images are the first we've seen up close of the twisted metal and shattered debris--all that is left of Germanwings Flight 9525.


Frank: In 2015, there was a terrible crash--an airline called Germanwings--and it turned out that the co-pilot intentionally crashed the plane.

Kerley: The plane mysteriously crashed into the rugged French Alps, killing all 150 souls on board.


Frank: Even though it wasn't a U.S. airline, basically since then, the FAA has been trying to tighten their approach to mental health. They want to reduce any risk to passenger safety that is linked to any kind of serious mental-health challenge.

Thomas Jetzer: I think you have to understand that the FAA, from their perspective, is interested in helping people fly as long as they're safe for themselves and the public, and they intend us to get as many people flying as they can, safely.


Frank: Thomas Jetzer works as a medical consultant for the FAA. He's a certified AME, which stands for "aviation medical examiner." He's one of hundreds of special doctors across the United States who meet with pilots on a yearly or on a six-month basis to review their medical records and decide if they're fit to fly, and he thinks it's a pretty good system.

Jetzer: Some of these pilots I've seen for 35, 40 years. And--
 Frank: Every six months for that long?
 Jetzer: Right, and it's kind of like a barbershop. You really get their full records to make sure that things are appropriately reported and assessed and documented for the FAA.  If you have a problem, they want to make sure that you're well-enough managed that you're not going to be a safety risk to yourself or the public.


Frank: Talking to Dr. Jetzer, I was trying to learn how the FAA system compares to others, because a pilot reporting a mental-health concern--even to a doctor they've known for 35 years--could halt their career. And Dr. Jetzer pointed out that the kind of scrutiny that he's responsible for, it's actually not even unique to pilots.

It's similar to other high-responsibility fields, like FBI agents, people who work within the nuclear industry, and even a part of his own field: medicine.

Jetzer: For doctors, I mean, there's a questionnaire you fill out, you know, every year when you reapply for your medical license that you have to determine whether you have any medical conditions.
 Frank: But if I was a doctor and I went on antidepressants, I wouldn't need to report that I'm on antidepressants unless it was impacting my work, right?
 Jetzer: Well, you're right. There's not as close an observation and review of doctors every, you know, six months or a year. There is for nuclear operators. You don't have it for police or firefighters.


[Music]

Rosin: Okay. So, Jocelyn, surgeons, police officers, firefighters--all these are also people responsible for the safety and well-being of hundreds of people. But they could each, theoretically, visit a therapist and keep it to themselves?

Frank: They could each, theoretically, visit a psychiatrist. They could be prescribed antianxiety medication and just kind of keep on with their jobs without having to report anything to a special doctor or to their boss, or to take time off. And this added layer of scrutiny for pilots--I mean, they are responsible for hundreds of people at a time, so the FAA wants to be as sure as they can that anyone who's in the cockpit is in a really healthy state of mind.

Rosin: Which totally makes sense that they want that. Like, you should be in a healthy state of mind if you are flying a plane. I guess my question is: Is this invasive amount of scrutiny from your employer or your boss encouraging a healthy state of mind? Or is it encouraging you to pretend that you have a healthy state of mind?

Frank: Yeah, it's a really good question, a really serious question. And I looked into the FAA safety systems in more detail, and it turns out that the processes that they have in place have led to some really terrible unintended consequences.

Rosin: Like what?

Frank: In the fall of 2021, an aviation student attending the University of North Dakota, he took his life in a university aircraft.

Reporter: 19-year-old John Hauser, a commercial-aviation student from Chicago, died near Buxton. The National Transportation Safety Board says there were no mechanical problems with the aircraft.


Frank: It was later discovered that he actually wrote a note revealing that he'd been struggling emotionally but he felt like he couldn't do anything about it because he feared losing his medical certificate. His mom actually read some of that letter out loud during a National Transportation Safety Board summit.

Anne Suh: In a letter describing the turmoil that John was silently facing, he wrote, "I want to seek help more than anything. I really do. I wanna get better. I just know if I try, I'll have to give up on aviation, and frankly, I'd rather not be here than to do that."


Frank: Even though this was an awful tragedy, it thankfully didn't involve any passengers. But then there was another event.

Journalist: Just in to CNN: We are learning that an Alaska Airlines flight was diverted because someone in the cockpit, apparently, tried to shut down the engine mid-flight.


Frank: In the autumn of 2023, an off-duty Alaska Airlines pilot was catching a ride on Horizon Air. It's a travel trick that's pretty common among pilots called "jump seating." And this pilot--his name is Joseph Emerson--during that flight, he's accused of trying to activate a fire-suppression system that would've cut off fuel to the plane's engines in mid-flight.

Pilot: We've got the guy who tried to shut the engine down out of the cockpit.


Frank: Emerson was, luckily, not successful. He was escorted to the back of the plane, handcuffed to a seat.

Pilot: I think he's subdued. Other than that, yeah, we want law enforcement as soon as we get on the ground and parked.


Frank: The plane was rerouted to make an emergency landing.

Emerson later told reporters that he had been suffering from depression. And he pleaded not guilty to the charges that were brought against him. He wasn't piloting that day, but he did have access to the cockpit, and that means that his position, technically, as a pilot, put the safety of the plane and its passengers at risk.

So these are two pretty high-profile examples where people's lives were at stake, and in both cases, the pilots were not getting the care that they needed.

Rosin: Those are two scary, terrible situations. Do we have any idea if they are outliers? Like, how many pilots are not getting care when they need it?

Frank: I talked with William Hoffman. He's a neurologist and an aviation medical researcher, and he and his team have been trying to figure out how the FAA's protocols impact the decisions pilots are making about their health.

In 2019, Hoffman and his team launched a survey of over 3,500 pilots across North America, and he found that 56 percent of pilots reported a history of health-care avoidance due to fear of losing their flying status.

Rosin: So that's over half the pilots avoiding care, which is a lot. That suggests there is a huge resistance to getting care, which means that Finlayson, who's the guy we were talking about, he's unusual for going through the whole process and seeking care.

Frank: Well, at first, Finlayson thought he might not have to go through the full process. The way the FAA's system works is, basically: If you go on medication, and then you get off of it for 60 days, and your treating psychiatrist says, You're good, the FAA can consider this as all just a little health blip. You're grounded--you're not flying--for that period of time, no regular paycheck. But after, you can potentially get fairly smoothly back into your job. So Finlayson was hoping for that when he went to see a nurse practitioner, and he started taking a low-dose SSRI for his anxiety.

Finlayson: 10 milligrams--did that for about six months, tried to go off it. And, unfortunately, that didn't work.


Frank: He knew he couldn't stay off the medication and feel well enough to fly. If he stayed on medication, he'd have to pursue the longer path for his medical certificate. It's called "requesting a special issuance," so even with that request, there's no guarantee the FAA would decide he could ever fly again. And he felt totally stuck.

Finlayson: And that's when my psychiatrist was like, Look--like, I get all this stuff, but we should really escalate you up to 20 [milligrams] just to see what happens, because there's nothing to lose at this point. That's when I really gave up. Like, Okay, I guess I'm just going to be on this drug, no matter what. So I am going to, no matter what, need the special issuance.


[Music] 

Frank: And once Finlayson sort of let go of the possibility of the fastest path back to his job--the fast path to that medical certificate--his health improved.

Finlayson: When I started that higher dosage of my SSRI, after about six weeks on that, I was like, Oh, this is--this is clarity! This is awesome. This is a good state to be in! I've maintained that ever since.


Frank: So Finlayson achieved this mental recovery, this clarity, but the path back to piloting was still extremely murky.

Finlayson: I didn't know how long it was potentially going to take, what exactly that cost was going to be, how I was going to pay for that if I wasn't going to be working, the lack of transparency involved with the FAA's processes--all of those things.


Frank: He was about to begin medical testing, paperwork, research, and bureaucratic phone calls, all to get the FAA to decide if he could get back into the air. And it took him years--years of not flying.

Rosin: I have to say, that seems amazing to me, that to go on 10 milligrams of a very commonly used antidepressant, or even to 20--which seems reasonable--that taking that amount of medication long term could cost you years of flying. It just seems like when pilots do decide to pursue mental-health care, like Finlayson did, they are up against a lot.

Frank: Yeah. It's a complicated system, and it can take a lot of time. Actually, Chris Finlayson had so much time away from piloting and so much time feeling frustrated as he was learning all this different information about the process, he joined a nonprofit focused on pilot mental health, trying to reform the system and at the same time he's in it, trying to get his own permission to fly approved.

Rosin: After the break, we try and get to the heart of it: Is this system actually keeping passengers safe?

[Break]

Rosin: Jocelyn, let's say we make the assumption that pilots have more or less the same level of depression and anxiety as the average population--that would be about a quarter of all adults in the U.S. From what you can tell, are a quarter of all pilots seeking mental-health care applying for those special medical certificates?

Frank: Definitely not. In 2024, out of 150,000 commercial pilots, only about 9,000 applied. And in the end, only about 3,000 were approved.

So Finlayson was hoping to be one of those 3,000. He and his doctors decided he needed to take this antianxiety medication long term, which meant he was going to have to enter into this longer process. And it became clear this was going to be a really detailed and, at times, tedious process. According to the FAA, a lot of people get denied for failing to provide some specific requested information. It actually accounts for more than 75 percent of all denials. And from the start, Chris Finlayson was feeling that potential. He would think he'd checked a box, only to learn it was the wrong box.

Finlayson: Oh, the other requirement is to be evaluated by a board-certified psychiatrist. The psychiatrist that I was seeing, she was a nurse practitioner. That wasn't at the level for which the FAA would require. So I then had to search out an M.D.


Frank: And that took an additional month. He had to be on a stable dose for six months before beginning his application, and that switch in care meant he had to start the six-month count again, and he learned there were additional requirements.

Finlayson: I had to go through a cognitive screening, a personality screening, as well as an interview by a neuropsychologist.


Frank: Each of these tests has a cost, and each has to be submitted to the special FAA doctor for review.

Finlayson: I also had to go through neurological testing.
 Frank: What is that like?
 Finlayson: Oh, it is boring. It is paying about $4,000 out of pocket to play--oh, what's the app on the phone? It's basically like paying $4,000 to play [Lumosity] while a doctor stares over your shoulder.
 That's all elective testing. None of that is covered by insurance, so it's all out of pocket.
 Frank: You use the word elective, but it's required for you to come back to flying, right?
 Finlayson: So yeah. So in the FAA world, it is absolutely required. It is a requirement for me to get a medical [screening]. It is a requirement to have a medical to do my job. "Requirement, requirement, requirement." In insurance land, I do not need to be a pilot. This is not medically necessary for my health. It is medically necessary for my employment.


Rosin:  So it seems like these medical requirements cost a lot of money, and the pilot isn't earning a regular salary.

Frank: Right. Yeah. This process can cost thousands of dollars, somewhere around $10,000 or $15,000 for most pilots. And like Finlayson was saying, it's uncommon for insurance to cover these kinds of expenses. And only a very small percentage of unionized pilots flying with legacy carriers--which are, those are some of the biggest ones--they have negotiated for this process to fall under their disability coverage. And that can offer pilots like Finlayson a partial paycheck--a partial paycheck to support two kids and a wife in grad school.

But that is a best-case scenario. And many other pilots and aspiring pilots who I interviewed for this story have had no stable income and no safety net during their process.

Rosin:  No income?

Frank: They are grounded from flying, or they haven't received their pilot's license to begin with, so they're not getting any kind of base-level paycheck while they're going through this process. And aviation is a very expensive field to begin with. A lot of pilots take on substantial debt just to get trained, so this is what they're dealing with while trying to get this special medical certificate.

Rosin: So that is, like, a huge disincentive to seek any help.

Frank:  Absolutely. Yeah. It can take years to just gather all of your medical records and get all the paperwork organized and the testing. And once a pilot and their AME do submit the request, the documents can take months and months for the FAA to actually review. And that's a lot of time for a pilot to be waiting around--on disability, at best; more often, unemployed. And I have to say, with recent cuts to federal staffing at the FAA, it's unlikely that this process is going to get any more efficient.

Rosin: You know, Jocelyn, listening to you, I am a little torn. I fly often enough. I'm not a particularly nervous flyer. I'm not sure if I should be worried about my safety. Like, is there any research that gets at the bottom line, the actual outcome of this system they've set up? Does this system, flawed though it may be, result in me, the passenger, being any safer?

Frank: It's seems pretty clear from those terrible suicide-type flights that we do not want a pilot in the pilot's seat who is suffering that kind of intense, untreated mental-health problem. It definitely adds risk to passenger safety.

I asked William Hoffman, that researcher, what we know about having mental-health problems that you're treating, that you're addressing, or something that was on your record from the past. What do we know about how that impacts risk? And here's what he told me:

William Hoffman: Right now, there is this simple model that using services, mental-health services, or having a diagnosis is a marker for risk. But remarkably, that has never been systematically studied in research. That's a complete assumption.


Rosin: So that is a big assumption.

Frank: Yes. And an assumption that is costing Chris Finlayson, and thousands of other pilots, multiple years away from their careers.

But it's nearly impossible to get pilots to raise their hands and say, Hey. I'll participate in your research! I should probably be seeing a therapist. Or, Hey. I'm secretly taking mental-health medication, so study me. Check my flight records and see how well I'm doing, or, Calculate all the small mistakes I'm making compared to this other pilot, so we can figure out if my mental-health issues are actually a problem when it comes to flight safety. No one is volunteering for that kind of scrutiny, partially because doing so would mean admitting they had not been fully honest about their health prior to that kind of study.

Hoffman: It's a catch-22. We need data to drive progress, but people are afraid to participate in research, so we can't get that data.


Rosin:  Okay, so if they can't get the data and they don't actually know the answer, what can be done about any of this?

Frank: Even if we don't know exactly how risky it is to fly with this current system, we do know that the current system is keeping pilots from seeking care, and that is a part of the system where risk could be reduced.

One of the reasons I wanted to look into this story is because the FAA did recently request recommendations from a panel of experts about how to address that problem. Hoffman was one of them. The group delivered 24 suggestions to lower the barriers to mental-health access, and they presented these suggestions to the FAA last year, in April of 2024, and a few were acted on really quickly.

Hoffman: For example, expanding the number of medications that can be used. So that was almost immediately implemented.


Frank: The total is now eight different drugs, but they are conditionally allowed, which means you would still need to request a special medical certificate, and it might be granted, but it's not guaranteed.

Hoffman: They also narrowed some of the requirements for neuropsychological testing that a pilot might need to undergo if they are on a medication for mood.


Frank: So if a pilot like Chris Finlayson were to begin this medical screening again, he might have fewer tests to go through in order to request this special medical certificate. And the committee recommended a bunch of other aspects of the process be changed too. They asked the FAA to modernize the system to reduce paperwork, to improve training for the doctors who are reviewing all these medical records for more consistency, wider disability coverage so pilots could maybe be covered more often. And Hoffman was excited about another recommendation too.

Hoffman: One of the key recommendations was requiring that pilots have access to peer-support services.


Frank: Peer support basically allows pilots the opportunity to talk with each other about sensitive issues that are going on in their lives.

Rosin: So more like an informal counseling setup?

Frank: Yes. I asked William Hoffman why he was so excited about peer support.

Hoffman: Peer support does not need to be disclosed to an AME.
 Frank: So why not just promote therapy? It seems like dancing around the idea that people actually could benefit from therapy or could benefit from medication, but instead, saying, Go talk to a peer, or, you know, Do this other back-channel thing, and you don't have to report it.
 Hoffman: It's a great question. It's a critical question. While in a perfect world, you know, we could say, Therapy is not reportable, and you should talk to a therapist, I think more realistically, where the rubber meets the road is that there's a lot of distrust, and the pilot peer can be that connection between the pilot needing services and the professional support that's required.


[Music]

Frank: Chris Finlayson decided to go through the process of requesting the special medical certificate. He, like I said, had his last flight on December 19, 2021. He went through all of these different steps that took him almost two years. He submitted his paperwork, and about eight months after that, in July 2024. He heard back.

Finlayson: The woman just said, "Yep, you were denied."
 Frank: Oh my gosh.
 Finlayson: I was like, "What?"
 I actually requested my full file from the FAA with the application notes and things that they normally don't send you. They see me as in remission, but I need to check more boxes, essentially.
 That's probably the most frustrating thing for me right now, is the fact that I kind of got hosed, and now there's no recourse other than to start it all over, so--
 Frank: Can you go back as many times as you want? Like, as many times as you can afford/endure?
 Finlayson: Yep. Basically, I'm having to restart the whole process.
 So I have to wait on the FAA to send them my paperwork. I have to wait on my other doctors to send them paperwork. I have to wait on all that stuff for them to compile that. I'm probably going to have to redo some testing because, you know, the FAA is not going to want to see a test that's a year and a half old. I'm in for the long haul, to say the least.


Frank: Last year, the FAA approved 2,800 special-issuance certificates coded for mental health. As of this April, they've already approved almost that number: 2,400. But if the system continues as is, it's likely that thousands of pilots will go on flying without getting, or reporting, the care that they need.

Rosin:  Jocelyn, thank you.

Frank: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jocelyn Frank. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid. We had engineering support from Rob Smierciak, fact-checking by Sam Fentress and Stef Hayes. 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.
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The Trump Presidency's World-Historical Heist

He is taking self-enrichment to a scale never seen before in America.

by David Frum




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


During his first presidency, Donald Trump collected millions of dollars of other people's money. He charged the taxpayer nearly $2 million to protect him during the hundreds of times he visited his own properties. He accepted millions of dollars of campaign-related funds from Republican candidates who sought his favor. His businesses collected at least $13 million from foreign governments over his first term in office.

When it was all over, Trump apparently decided he had been thinking too small. In his first term, he made improper millions. In his second term, he is reaching for billions: a $2 billion investment by a United Arab Emirates state-owned enterprise in the Binance crypto exchange using the Trump family's stablecoin asset. An unknown number of billions placed by Qatar in a Trump-family real-estate development in that emirate, topped by the gift of a 747 luxury jet for the president's personal use in office and afterward. Government-approved support for a Trump golf course in Vietnam while its leaders were negotiating with the United States for relief from Trump tariffs. Last week, Trump hosted more than 200 purchasers of his meme coin, many of them apparently foreign nationals, for a private dinner, with no disclosure of the names of those who had paid into his pocket for access to the president's time and favor.

The record of Trump real-estate and business projects is one of almost unbroken failure; from 1991 to 2009, his companies filed for bankruptcy six times. Few if any legitimate investors entrusted their money to Trump's businesses when he was out of office. But since his return to the White House, Trump has been inundated with cash from Middle Eastern governments. Obscure Chinese firms are suddenly buying millions of dollars' worth of Trump meme coins. So are American companies hard-hit by the Trump tariffs and desperately seeking access and influence. After Trump invited major holders of his crypto funds to dinner, Wired quoted a crypto analyst about the coin's value proposition: "Before, you were speculating on a TRUMP coin with no utility. Now you're speculating on future access to Trump. That has to be worth a bit more money."

Nothing like this has been attempted or even imagined in the history of the American presidency. Throw away the history books; discard feeble comparisons to scandals of the past. There is no analogy with any previous action by any past president. The brazenness of the self-enrichment resembles nothing seen in any earlier White House. This is American corruption on the scale of a post-Soviet republic or a postcolonial African dictatorship.

Paul Rosenzweig: American corruption

One of Trump's tricks, throughout his career in office or competing for it, has been to depict the U.S. political system as corrupt from top to bottom. Here's how the method works.

In August 2015, Fox News hosted the first of the 2016 Republican-primary debates. Trump then led the polls, but he was still generally dismissed as a novelty candidate, certain to fade as summer turned to autumn and the contest became more serious. After all, Trump had briefly led the polls of prospective candidates in 2011 too, but never entered the race. Trump was asked a question that must have looked deadly when it was drafted by the Fox hosts:

Mr. Trump, it's not just your past support for single-payer health care. You've also supported a host of other liberal policies; you've also donated to several Democratic candidates, Hillary Clinton included, Nancy Pelosi. You explained away those donations, saying you did that to get business-related favors. And you said recently, quote, "When you give, they do whatever the hell you want them to do."


The trap set for Trump in this seemingly damning choice is either to justify his support for liberal causes or to condemn himself as a crook who paid bribes for corrupt favors. Trump answered:

I will tell you that our system is broken. I gave to many people. Before this, before two months ago, I was a businessman. I give to everybody. When they call, I give. And you know what? When I need something from them, two years later, three years later, I call them. They are there for me. And that's a broken system.


The moderator tried to close the trap: "So what did you get from Hillary Clinton and Nancy Pelosi?"

Trump nimbly pivoted and thrust the likely Democratic Party nominee into the trap instead: "I'll tell you what. With Hillary Clinton, I said, 'Be at my wedding,' and she came to my wedding. You know why? She had no choice! Because I gave."

Suddenly, a potentially damning image--of Trump grinning for the cameras alongside Bill and Hillary Clinton--was converted from a vulnerability into a weapon. Trump did not care if listeners thought ill of him, so long as they thought equally badly of everyone else. If all were crooked, then the most shameless crook might present himself instead as a brave truth-teller.

"Everybody does it" became Trump's all-purpose excuse. The excuse worked, to the extent it did, because of widespread disinformation about the "everybody," the "does," and the "it." If Trump and his supporters can defame others, they can dull voters' awareness of the astounding and horrible uniqueness of Trump's corruption.

Listen: The most corrupt presidency in American history

Not all past presidents were great men. Many were highly flawed.

But one flaw is strikingly rare in the men who reached the presidency, even the worst of them. Very few, if any, of our past presidents used the office to gain improper wealth. Their conduct has given rise to plenty of scandals, but almost none of those scandals originated in self-enrichment of the kind that Trump has practiced since 2016.

Ask any American about the worst case of corruption in the nation's history pre-Trump, and they will likely recall the Watergate scandal that toppled President Richard Nixon in 1974. Two years earlier, burglars hired by Nixon's reelection committee had broken into the headquarters of the Democratic National Committee. They were caught. To prevent them from admitting their connection to Nixon, the president tried to mobilize government agencies to suppress the investigation and abused campaign funds to buy the burglars' silence. Officials obstructed justice and committed perjury to protect the president. In the end, some 48 people were convicted of Watergate-related crimes.

But Watergate was a scandal produced by the struggle for political power. Nixon hoped that the Democratic headquarters might yield material that would help his reelection, and his associates organized the funds to pay the operatives who got caught. Power was the prize; money was only a means.

Watergate was about "corruption" in the sense of abuse of power, not in the sense of peculation and self-dealing. Nixon certainly cared about money, and he was willing to cut corners to keep it. The investigation into Watergate found that he had underpaid his income tax by $432,000 during his presidency. But the money was not gained by bribery or extortion, and the sums were relatively trivial. When Nixon left office, he was in desperate financial straits. He sold his vacation property in Florida and submitted to more than 28 hours of television interviews with the British journalist David Frost to earn a $600,000 fee and a percentage of any profits. He recouped his fortune largely from the nine books he wrote after leaving the presidency, not from ill-gotten gains stashed away during his time in office.

Money scandals, there have been. But the presidents at the center of them have almost always been motivated by misplaced loyalty to others, rather than their personal greed. Warren Harding was no moral exemplar: Sworn to enforce the nation's laws on alcohol prohibition, he served liquor in the White House at the regular poker games he hosted. He was also a serial adulterer; one of his lovers claimed that he'd fathered a daughter with her. But even Harding's harshest critics--such as Theodore Roosevelt's daughter Alice, who despised him--regarded him as lax and stupid, rather than corrupt. "Harding," she wrote, "was not a bad man. He was just a slob." Though not a crook himself, he was surrounded by crooks. His secretary of the interior was convicted of accepting bribes to lease government oil reserves to private interests, the scandal that became known as "Teapot Dome" after a landmark feature of the main oil field in question. Harding's attorney general would later be twice indicted in another scandal, though the jury could not agree on a verdict at either trial, and was suspected of other wrongdoing too, including selling pardons to wealthy men.

Herbert Hoover, who served in Harding's Cabinet, delivered the final verdict:

Harding had a dim realization that he had been betrayed by a few of the men whom he had trusted, by men whom he believed were his devoted friends. It was later proved in the courts of the land that these men had betrayed not alone the friendship and trust of their staunch and loyal friend but they had betrayed their country. That was the tragedy of the life of Warren Harding.


Ulysses S. Grant likewise indulged and protected crooks, including a close aide and friend, Orville Babcock. Babcock served as the equivalent of a chief of staff in the White House, and was accused of participating in the "Whiskey Ring," as a criminal conspiracy to underreport liquor sales became known. Grant attested to Babcock's innocence and helped him escape punishment. Yet Grant did not profit from the whiskey scheme, or from any of the other "rings" that tainted his presidency.

Not unlike Harding, Grant could be naively trusting of former comrades in arms. He believed that men who had been brave in war must also be honest in peace--and that anyone who claimed otherwise was a slanderer.




Again, neither Grant, nor Harding, nor Nixon operated a personal business from the White House. Other presidents and their associates did on occasion accept gifts unwisely. President Dwight Eisenhower lost his chief of staff because the man had accepted an expensive coat and a valuable rug from a favor-seeker. But the gratuities were small and personal, and seldom involved cash. No predecessor of Trump's ever violated the explicit constitutional prohibition on accepting gifts of considerable value from a foreign power.

Many presidents have tolerated or endured profit-seeking by relatives. Plenty of political families have a Hunter Biden. Jimmy Carter ranks among the most financially scrupulous men ever to have held the presidency, yet he had his embarrassing brother, Billy, who was investigated by Congress for influence-peddling on behalf of the terrorist Libyan regime of Muammar Qaddafi (he was a registered lobbyist for Libya).

By one hostile tally, Grant bestowed government perks on 42 of his relatives, a degree of nepotism that helped make corruption an important issue in the election of 1872. The Republican senator and legendary civil-rights champion Charles Sumner was disgusted with Grant's patronage and instead endorsed his opponent, Horace Greeley. President Franklin D. Roosevelt's son James also traded on his father's position. In 1938, The Saturday Evening Post published a detailed expose of James's insider dealing.

The Trump family's exploitation of the presidency, however, has no precedent in the Grants or the Roosevelts or any of the presidential families that followed.

One difference is scale. James Roosevelt made a lot of money by Depression standards, but he did not score dynastic wealth. The Grant relations got government jobs--very cozy, but again, not dynastic wealth. Billy Carter was paid $220,000, which, even adjusting for half a century of inflation, seems hardly worth the brouhaha. The Trumps, by contrast, are using the second-term presidency to accumulate billions of dollars.

The second difference is the degree of separation from the president himself. Hunter Biden traded on his father's name, but the Republican-chaired committee that went looking into the matter found no link either to President Biden's decisions or to his personal bank account. But President Trump remains the beneficial owner of the Trump enterprises nominally run by his sons. The ill-gotten gains flow directly to him.

The third difference is the utter lack of conscience in this presidential family. When George H. W. Bush ran for president in 1988, he wrote a letter to his sons warning, "You'll find you've got a lot of new friends." Those friends, the elder Bush predicted, would ask for favors. "My plea is this: please do not contact any federal agency or department on anything." Franklin D. Roosevelt was not so strict. Yet when James's business affairs blew up into a scandal, James published his income-tax returns, submitted to press interviews, and resigned from his role as a White House adviser. He moved to California, volunteered for active duty in the Marine Corps in 1940, and was decorated with the Navy Cross for valor in battle. As for Harding, he came to feel ashamed of his own presidency. According to Nicholas Murray Butler, the then-president of Columbia University and an important figure in Republican politics in the early 20th century, Harding confessed to him: "I am not fit for this office and should never have been here." This is even more true of Trump, but Trump would never have the self-knowledge or grace to admit it.

Derek Thompson: The story of the Gilded Age wasn't wealth. It was corruption.

The Framers of the U.S. Constitution were haunted by many fears, but nothing terrified them more than corrupt foreign interference in the affairs of the young republic. They had read in their Thucydides and their Polybius how foreign bribery undermined the Greek city-states. The American Founders were keenly aware of their proximity to the empires of Britain, France, and Spain, each richer and stronger than the nascent United States. The emoluments clause of the Constitution, which forbade officeholders from receiving any kind of foreign gift without permission from Congress, was their safeguard to answer that terror of interference.

Today, the United States is rich and powerful. Rather than wait for a foreign government to offer emoluments, a corrupt U.S. president can extract them. The emoluments clause depends on congressional enforcement, backed by the ultimate sanction of impeachment and removal. And if Congress does not enforce it? Then public opinion remains the only sanction. Cynics deny that public opinion matters, but Trump is not one of them. His belief in how much popular disgust for corruption matters is precisely why he and his supporters worked so hard to promote dark legends about rivals: the Bushes, the Clintons, the Bidens. Those stories were not based on nothing, but the closer anyone looked, the less there was to see.

The Trump story, by contrast, is almost too big to see, too upsetting to confront. If we faced it, we'd have to do something--something proportional to the scandal of the most flagrant self-enrichment by a politician that this country, or any other, has seen in modern times.
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How a Recession Might Tank American Romance

Historically, in dark times people have sought love. But today might be different.

by Faith Hill




Life was bleak, bleak, bleak: Soup-kitchen lines ran for blocks. Teenagers walked across the nation on foot, looking for work. Parents fashioned cardboard soles for their children's little shoes. This was the Great Depression, and Americans were suffering. But many of them did have one thing to look forward to: dating. Young people still went to movies and dances; they shared ice-cream sundaes or Coca-Colas. (They called the latter a "Coke date.") Not everyone could manage such luxuries, Beth Bailey, a University of Kansas historian and the author of From Front Porch to Back Seat: Courtship in Twentieth-Century America, told me. But for those who could, she said, the rendezvous were a "respite from all the grimness."

Even in this country's darkest economic times, romance has offered a little light. In the 1930s, more jobs opened up for single women; with money of their own, more could move away from family, providing newfound freedom to date, Joanna Scutts, a historian and writer, told me. Nearly a century later, a 2009 New York Times article cited online-dating companies, matchmakers, and dating-event organizers reporting a spike in interest after the 2008 financial crash. One dating-site executive claimed a similar surge had happened in 2001, during a previous economic recession. "When you're not sure what's coming at you," Pepper Schwartz, a University of Washington sociologist then working for PerfectMatch.com, told the Times, "love seems all the more important."

Now, once again, people aren't sure what's coming at them. Many consumers have been rattled by the Trump administration's erratic trade policies. And although the chances of an actual recession have declined since the president eased off some of his more aggressive tariff positions, J. P. Morgan Research still estimates the possibility at 40 percent. Meanwhile, the United States is facing another kind of recession: a romance recession. Marriage rates are going down; the number of single adults is going up. Based on trends from past eras, one might expect economic unease to give the dating market a jolt. But the way people view romance has shifted dramatically since 2008. Americans today may not be as likely as they once were to seek solace in love. This time, if an economic recession is coming, it might make the romance recession even worse.



Dating has always been expensive. Going out to a restaurant or bar or movie theater costs money; getting there might require a car; taking someone home is trickier if you can't afford to not have roommates (or if your roommates are your parents). Some people still prioritize romance in rocky times--but a lot of Americans these days are letting financial anxiety deter them. In 2022, Dating.com surveyed single people about how inflation and economic uncertainty were influencing their love lives; nearly half of respondents said they'd refrained from scheduling a date in order to save money. In a 2024 poll from LendingTree, an online lending marketplace, 65 percent of participants said inflation had affected their dating life; 81 percent said they believed that dating might be easier if they had more money.

In some sense, sure, dating is easier if you have more money. But wouldn't someone with less money be more intent on finding a partner to struggle alongside?

Read: How to prepare for a recession

Today, maybe not: People might want to weather the storm before searching for love. As the sociologist Andrew Cherlin has argued, marriage was once seen as a step toward adulthood; spouses strived to build a future--and a flush bank account--together. Now, more often, marriage is seen as the culmination of the maturing process: a "trophy" earned once you've figured out everything else--including your finances.

In one recent study, researchers asked participants making different incomes how much they desired a relationship and how ready they felt for one; six months later, they checked in to see whether those subjects had started dating someone. Johanna Peetz, a psychologist at Carleton University in Ottawa who worked on the project, told me that she and her co-author thought a higher income might make single life easier and more fun--and partnership seem less necessary. In reality, the participants making the least were the ones who viewed coupledom as only a distant priority, and who were less likely to enter a relationship. They seemed to "really want a stable base," Peetz said, "before they start looking for a partner."

Something else has changed too. More people, stressed about their finances, may now see romance not as a fun distraction or a balm, but as a stressor in itself.

Economic insecurity, researchers have found, tends to make people more risk-averse. That might not affect your dating game if going out with someone doesn't feel so scary, or if you're nervous but expect that the butterflies might lead to something beautiful. Today, though, people may be more wary of letting other people in. In recent years, researchers have clocked a growing discomfort with emotional intimacy and a drop in social trust. In 1972, the first year the General Social Survey was conducted, 46 percent of participants in that poll agreed that "most people can be trusted"; earlier this month, Pew Research Center reported that, in a poll it conducted in 2023-24, only 34 percent of people said the same.

Straight people might be especially hesitant to put themselves out there. Suspicion between men and women seems to be on the rise. The Survey Center on American Life found that from 2017 to 2023, the number of women who said they feared being sexually assaulted had increased steeply. And a lot of women, for various reasons, really are having bad romantic experiences; in a YouGov poll from February, 44 percent of men said they'd been on a "terrible" date--while 57 percent of women said the same. Many of them might want to depend on a partner. They also might doubt that dating will yield one, at least not easily.

For young adults in particular, an economic recession could be a disaster for romance. Gen Z is, overall, a financially anxious cohort. Leading up to the 2024 election, young adults across races and party affiliations rated inflation as their top concern. In the aftermath of that election, I talked with Meghan Grace, a co-author of Generation Z: A Century in the Making, and she summarized what she sees as this group's consistent, underlying concern: "I just want to feel safe." That attitude applies to finances but also to romantic risk. In a 2023 survey from the dating app Hinge, more than half of Gen Z users said they'd let the fear of rejection hold them back from pursuing someone; 44 percent had "little to no dating experience."

Read: Teens are forgoing a classic rite of passage

Even if an actual recession doesn't hit, economic angst isn't likely to disappear soon. And the romance recession isn't likely to reverse itself either. The mood may remain, for a while, distinctly unsexy. "Overall, I guess my message really is, Oh, you better buckle up," Peetz told me. "It's definitely not gonna be a dating boom."

Being single is expensive. But no one can will a suitable partner into existence--and making romance work really can be harder with less wealth. In studies, people perform worse on cognitive-processing tasks when their funds are low: Some of their headspace seems to be occupied by worrying. "You need cognitive resources to take the perspective of your partner, to communicate with your partner," Peetz said, "and to do all kinds of things that help relationship quality."

Holding off on the slog of modern dating could mean conserving emotional and financial reserves. It could mean leaning instead on long-known loved ones and strengthening those bonds. Partnership may once have felt like a relatively safe bet in an otherwise precarious world. Now, for many people, it's just one more thing that they can't depend on.



  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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A Film That Captures a 'Friend Breakup'

In the movie <em>Friendship</em>, one man will stop at nothing to get his bro back.

by Shirley Li




Men will literally, as the meme goes, do anything to avoid therapy. They'll start wars. They'll become obsessed with the Roman empire. They'll join more improv teams than they could possibly need. The meme captures the exaggerated nature of the "male-loneliness epidemic" narrative: Despite a recent study finding that American men and women are roughly equally lonely, the idea that men are especially unable to cope with social isolation persists.

But for Craig Waterman, the protagonist of the new film Friendship, male loneliness is no myth. Played by the comedian Tim Robinson--best known as the mastermind behind the sketch-comedy series I Think You Should Leave--Craig is, to put it mildly, dreadful at making friends. He's an intrusive thought in human form, the embodiment of the speed bump he had the city install on his street. He's a tightly wound collection of eccentricities attempting to come off as an everyman, and as such, his co-workers can't stand him. His teenage son won't go see the "new Marvel" with him. Even his wife, Tami (played by Kate Mara), would rather hang out with her ex-boyfriend. In other words, Craig is a weirdo who's perfectly in keeping with Robinson's oeuvre of over-the-top characters: He knows he's not fitting in, but he desperately wants to anyway. That he fails again and again to perform a more socially acceptable version of himself leaves him anxious, frustrated, and at times enraged.

It's no wonder, then, that Craig can't seem to accept when a relationship is over. Friendship traces how Craig and his neighbor Austin (Paul Rudd), a jovial weatherman, quickly bond and then break apart. At first, the pair get along beautifully: Craig goes to see Austin perform with his band, and Austin takes Craig mushroom foraging. But when Craig ruins an evening with Austin's buddies, Austin cuts him off. Craig's attempts to repair their closeness only make the situation worse before veering into the bizarre. The result is a film that's both funny and unnerving; it examines the absurdity of modern male-bonding rituals and the lengths a person will go to get someone else, especially a new friend, to like them.

Read: An unlikely model for male friendship

Friendship often plays like a horror movie; the director, Andrew DeYoung, deploys techniques that shroud the story in suspense: dramatic cinematography, slow zooms, an off-putting lo-fi score. Robinson, meanwhile, has a knack for pulling faces that make him seem harmless yet somehow creepy. In an early scene, when Craig watches Austin perform, he imagines himself as the band's drummer. Craig's open-mouthed, wide-eyed expression can be interpreted as admiration, but it can also scan as obsession. He looks like he is about to start drooling.

The film is full of visual gags like that, many of which do little to move the plot forward. A guy named Jimp has to repeat his name multiple times before Craig understands him. When Craig tries a recreational drug, he hallucinates about wandering into a Subway sandwich shop; what follows made me laugh so much that I teared up. At work, Craig fills his coffee mug to the brim, shuffles through the office hallways trying not to spill a drop, and then stiffly sips from the rim during a meeting. These scenes come off as irrelevant sketches shoehorned into the story, but they capture how Craig perceives the world around him. Even in the most normal of circumstances, his social awkwardness leads to him doing or fixating on something unusual--and then struggling to understand why others don't see his point of view.

Yet Robinson never makes Craig out to be a complete outcast--he's just a guy who's baffled by how people get along. His deceptively nuanced performance makes Friendship somewhat compassionate as a study of how exhausting social mores can be to grasp. On the disastrous night when he meets Austin's friends, for instance, Craig copies everyone around him, grabbing a beer, delivering self-deprecating jokes, and agreeing to some casual sparring. But when he punches his new pal hard enough to make him fall over, the other men's silence befuddles him. Wasn't that what they'd wanted him to do, in cheering him on so enthusiastically? Later in the film, Craig takes Tami out on a date that, unbeknownst to her, involves exploring a hidden network of underground tunnels; he had so much fun trekking through them with Austin. Tami dislikes the experience, however, leaving Craig confused. Why is an adventure okay in one context and not in another? Would she have enjoyed herself if she were with someone who more easily commanded respect, like Austin? Is Craig really the problem--or are the unspoken expectations defining human interaction the actual culprits?

Read: How the passionate male friendship died

Friendship doesn't really pursue any answers to those questions, and the film is too slight and scattershot to be able to offer illuminating insights. Instead, it fearlessly--and wackily--reckons with how confounding people can be in their bid for one another's approval: at work, at home, at their new friend's house while dressed in their finest Ocean View Dining clothing. (It's the only brand that fits Craig just right.) More than anything, Robinson delivers a fantastic showcase for his particular brand of humor. His shtick--characters who seem like average middle-aged men until they open their mouth--has won him a cult following, but it's likely not for everyone. For those who prefer less cringe, well, take it from Craig himself: There's a new Marvel out.
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The New Dark Age

The Trump administration has launched an attack on knowledge itself.

by Adam Serwer




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


Updated at 1:13 p.m. ET on May 27, 2025

The warlords who sacked Rome did not intend to doom Western Europe to centuries of ignorance. It was not a foreseeable consequence of their actions. The same cannot be said of the sweeping attack on human knowledge and progress that the Trump administration is now undertaking--a deliberate destruction of education, science, and history, conducted with a fanaticism that recalls the Dark Ages that followed Rome's fall.

Every week brings fresh examples. The administration is threatening colleges and universities with the loss of federal funding if they do not submit to its demands, or even if they do. The engines of American scientific inquiry and ingenuity, such as the National Science Foundation and the National Institutes of Health, are under sustained attack. Historical institutions such as the Smithsonian and artistic ones like the Kennedy Center are being converted into homes for MAGA ideology rather than historical fact and free expression. Libraries are losing funding, government-employed scientists are being dismissed from their jobs, educators are being cowed into silence, and researchers are being warned not to broach forbidden subjects. Entire databases of public-health information collected over decades are at risk of vanishing. Any facts that contradict the gospel of Trumpism are treated as heretical.

These various initiatives and policy changes are often regarded as discrete problems, but they comprise a unified assault. The Trump administration has launched a comprehensive attack on knowledge itself, a war against culture, history, and science. If this assault is successful, it will undermine Americans' ability to comprehend the world around us. Like the inquisitors of old, who persecuted Galileo for daring to notice that the sun did not, in fact, revolve around the Earth, they believe that truth-seeking imperils their hold on power.

By destroying knowledge, Trumpists seek to make the country more amenable to their political domination, and to prevent meaningful democratic checks on their behavior. Their victory, though, would do much more than that. It would annihilate some of the most effective systems for aggregating, accumulating, and applying human knowledge that have ever existed. Without those systems, America could find itself plunged into a new Dark Age.

Perhaps the most prominent targets of the attack on knowledge have been America's institutions of higher education. Elite colleges and universities have lost billions of dollars in federal funding. Cornell has had more than $1 billion frozen, Princeton had $210 million suspended, and Northwestern lost access to nearly $800 million. In some cases, the freezes weren't connected to specific demands; the funding was simply revoked outright. Johns Hopkins University is reeling from losing $800 million in grants, which will force the top recipient of federal research dollars to "plan layoffs and cancel health projects, from breast-feeding support efforts in Baltimore to mosquito-net programs in Mozambique," The Wall Street Journal reported.

Juliette Kayyem: This tornado mayhem is a warning

In some cases, the administration has made specific demands that institutions adhere to Trumpist ideology in what they teach and whom they hire, or face a loss of funding. Some schools are fighting back--Harvard, for example, is suing to retain its independence. "No government--regardless of which party is in power--should dictate what private universities can teach, whom they can admit and hire, and which areas of study and inquiry they can pursue," Harvard's president said in a statement.

The Trump administration's purge of forbidden texts and ideas at West Point offers a glimpse of what its ideal university might look like. At the military academy, The New York Times reported, leadership "initiated a schoolwide push to remove any readings that focused on race, gender or the darker moments of American history." A professor who "leads a course on genocide was instructed not to mention atrocities committed against Native Americans, according to several academy officials. The English department purged works by well-known Black authors, such as Toni Morrison, James Baldwin and Ta-Nehisi Coates."

Some institutions have tried to appease the administration. Columbia University, which agreed to Trump's orders in an effort to retain $400 million in federal funding, discovered the hard way that deals with the president aren't worth the sweat from the handshake. After Columbia acceded to Trump's demands, the administration reportedly began considering new ones, including potentially requiring the school to submit to a judicially enforced consent decree that would prolong the government's control over the institution.

The money these institutions have lost (or could still lose) is not merely symbolic. Federal grants fund research, scholarship, and archival work on college campuses. Without this money--unless schools raise the funds from other sources--labs and departments will close. The right-wing activist Chris Rufo recently told The New York Times that in addition to using funding to force universities to teach or adhere to conservative dogma, he would like to "reduce the size of the sector itself." Students will have fewer opportunities. Research in many fields will be put on indefinite pause. America will make fewer scientific breakthroughs.

The Trump administration's attack on knowledge is not limited to academia, however. Across the government, workers whose job is to research, investigate, or analyze have lost funding or been fired.

These are people who do the crucial work of informing Americans about and protecting them from diseases, natural disasters, and other threats to their health. Thousands of employees at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention have been let go, including most of those whose job it is to maintain workplace safety standards. Experts at the Food and Drug Administration including, according to the Times, "lab scientists who tested food and drugs for contaminants or deadly bacteria; veterinary division specialists investigating bird flu transmission; and researchers who monitored televised ads for false claims about prescription drugs" have been purged. Workers in the Department of Agriculture's U.S. Forest Service research team, who develop "tools to model fire risk, markets, forest restoration and water," have been targeted for layoffs. The Environmental Protection Agency's entire research arm is being "eliminated." The administration has made "deep cuts" to the Department of Education's research division.

The most devastating cuts may be those to the government's scientific-research agencies, such as the NIH and NSF. According to CBS News, since January, more than $2 billion has been cut from NIH and 1,300 employees have been fired. One former NIH employee told CBS that "work on child cancer therapies, dementia, and stroke slowed or stopped because critical lab and support staff were let go." The administration is also trying to halt financial support for projects that commit wrongthink, and has already drastically reduced the number of NSF grants.

The scientific journal Nature reported that Trump intends to cut both staff and funding for the NSF by 50 percent or more, especially those grants that fund studies of marginalized groups, dismissing such awards as "DEI." Hundreds of grants have already been canceled. NASA, the CDC, the EPA, and the Department of Energy would all lose significant funds as well. Staffers at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration have been fired, hampering states' ability to prepare for national disasters and endangering the basic weather reports used by everyone.

Also gone are years' worth of public-health data, which, as my colleague Katherine J. Wu has reported, have been removed as part of the "ongoing attempt to scrub federal agencies of any mention of gender, DEI, and accessibility." This includes both previously published research and works in progress. According to Nature, "NIH staff members have been instructed to identify and potentially cancel grants for projects studying transgender populations, gender identity, diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) in the scientific workforce," or "environmental justice." At the Department of Health and Human Services, the Associated Press reported, Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. appears to have eliminated more than a dozen "data-gathering programs that track deaths and disease," which, perhaps not coincidentally, will make evaluating his destructive tenure more difficult.

"Not being able to study a problem doesn't mean that the problem doesn't exist," one public-health professional (who requested anonymity because they did not want their organization to become a target) told me. "It only means that we don't know if it exists or not, because we don't have the relevant data."

Trump has sought to justify these cuts by exploiting Americans' bigotry or ignorance--for example, during his address to Congress in March, the president complained about government funds for research on "making mice transgender." It's unclear whether Trump was referring to "transgenic mice," whose DNA is altered for scientific-research purposes and which are common especially in medical research, or to mice treated with sex hormones for the purpose of studying their effects on certain diseases or treatments. But the clear purpose of such misleading descriptions is to hide the gravity of what is being stolen from the American people by pretending that it has no value.

The first-order effects of the attack on knowledge will be the diminution of American science and, with it, a decline in the sorts of technological achievements that have improved lives over the past century. Modern agriculture and medicine were built on the foundation of federally funded research. Many of the most prominent advances in information technology were also made with government support, including the internet, GPS, and touch screens.

For the past century, state-funded advances have been the rule rather than the exception. Private-sector innovation can take off after an invention becomes profitable, but the research that leads to that invention tends to be a costly gamble--for this reason, the government often takes on the initial risk that private firms cannot. Commercial flight, radar, microchips, spaceflight, advanced prosthetics, lactose-free milk, MRI machines--the list of government-supported research triumphs is practically endless. To the extent that private-sector research can even begin to fill the gap, such research is beholden to corporations' bottom line. Exxon Mobil knew climate change was real decades ago, and nevertheless used its influence to raise doubt about findings it knew were accurate.

Read: The NIH's grant terminations are 'utter and complete chaos'

But a massive technological stall is only the most apparent aspect of the coming damage. The attack on knowledge also threatens the country's ability to address subtler social problems, such as racial and economic inequalities in health, opportunity, and civil rights. Research into these disparities is being cut across government and civil society in the name of defeating so-called wokeness. Invoked as a general criticism of left-wing excess, the fight against "wokeness" is destroying huge swaths of scholarship and research, for fear the results might make the case for racial or gender equality, the redistribution of wealth, or the regulation of industry. The very slipperiness of the term makes it useful in dismissing work that would yield significant public benefits as inconsequential.

But it's hard to address problems that have a disparate impact without paying attention to disparities. "I'm talking about narrowing the maternal mortality gap. I'm talking about basic research on long COVID," Phillip Atiba Solomon, a professor of African American studies and psychology at Yale, told me. In his view, this stems from the administration's ideological discomfort with the facts of this world, and the conclusions scholars draw from them. "It turns out that when you pay close attention to these issues, you don't end up where they end up," he added. "So they've had to manufacture their own facts, and they're attacking the places that have the facts on the ground and the reality of history."

The Trumpist campaign against American history in schools and museums reflects the same impulse. The administration issued an executive order to coerce K-12 public schools into teaching a distorted, one-sided view of American history that excludes or whitewashes its darker episodes. During her confirmation hearing, Education Secretary Linda McMahon declined to say whether teaching a Black-history class would be legal under the order. Another executive order attacked the "distorted narrative" of American history at the Smithsonian Institution, citing an exhibition that mentioned that "societies including the United States have used race to establish and maintain systems of power, privilege, and disenfranchisement," an objective description of centuries of chattel slavery followed by Jim Crow.

The Trump administration is also trying to slash grants made by the National Endowment for the Humanities, which supports research, libraries, and museums across the country. Libraries are losing grants from the federal Institute of Museum and Library Services as well. In early May, Trump fired Carla Hayden, the first Black woman to run the Library of Congress, part of a pattern of purging women and Black people from leadership positions. Given that the Library of Congress is responsible for providing research to lawmakers, the move was even more sinister than it might seem--the Trump administration is trying to control the flow of information not only to the public, but to the government itself.

A Black-history museum in Boston--located in a meetinghouse where the abolitionists Frederick Douglass and William Lloyd Garrison once lectured--is in danger now that its federal grant was terminated on the grounds that it "no longer align[s] with the White House policies." Trump has also threatened the Smithsonian over descriptions of exhibitions that contradict right-wing dogma, including one at the American Art Museum that stated, "Race is not a biological reality but a social construct." That race is a malleable social construct and not a biological reality is a matter of genetic science, but one that contradicts the Trump administration's implicit belief that social inequalities stem from the inherent capabilities of different groups rather than discrimination or public policy.

Further destruction is still coming. Of particular concern is the risk that the administration will manipulate economic data to hide the disastrous effects of Trump's policies. The administration has floated separating government spending from GDP estimates, an attempt to conceal the negative economic impact of the needless and unlawful layoffs being carried out by Elon Musk under the auspices of DOGE. During Democratic administrations, Trump has--completely without evidence--accused federal agencies of faking economic data. If the usual pattern of Trump doing things he accuses others of doing holds, Trump himself may try to fake economic data for real. As The New York Times reported, remarks by Trump officials have "renewed concerns that the new administration could seek to interfere with federal statistics--especially if they start to show that the economy is slipping into a recession."

Objective economic data have become even more important given Trump's ruinous attempt to replace the income tax--a windfall for the rich--with tariffs. Trump reversed course on some of his recent tariffs last month once bond yields began to rise steeply, an indication of impending catastrophe. Avoiding such a catastrophe requires unimpeachable data, but should one occur, the Trump administration may decide that political survival requires lying. Such lies are more effective without the data to contest them.

The reasons for this wholesale destruction are as ideological as they are short-sighted. Conservatives have made no secret of their hostility toward higher education and academia. In 2021, as my colleague Yair Rosenberg recently noted, J. D. Vance, then a Senate candidate, gave an address in which he quoted Richard Nixon saying, "The professors are the enemy," and laid out his belief that colleges and universities "make it impossible for conservative ideas to ultimately carry the day."

Vance's premise is falsified by the simple existence of the second Trump administration. But it also reveals the administration's apparent objective, which is to destroy the ability to discover, accumulate, or present any knowledge that could be used to oppose Trumpism. Although Vance couched his objections in terms of universities teaching dogma instead of "truth," the administration's recent actions suggest it believes that the only truth is Trumpist dogma. "The voting patterns of most university professors," Vance posted on X over Memorial Day weekend, "are so one-sided that they look like election results in North Korea." A MAGA re-education to impart the correct political beliefs is demanded.

Workers must be disciplined, the media must be silenced, schools must be brought under political control, and research institutions must not broach forbidden topics. Information that might contain the seed of political opposition--that might interfere with conservative ideas carrying the day--must be suppressed.

Last month, the administration cut a climate-change research grant awarded to Princeton for fear it would give children "climate anxiety." In a statement calling for the defunding of NPR and PBS, the White House complained about a story correctly describing banana slugs as hermaphrodites, describing it as "woke propaganda." When American intelligence analysts conveyed their view that the Venezuelan gang Tren de Aragua was not a state actor and was not "invading" the United States, some were fired while others were told to "rethink" the analysis--to cook the books for the administration in order to justify its lawless deportation program. As the journalist Spencer Ackerman notes, this is exactly the kind of thing that led America into the disastrous invasion of Iraq.

The attack on knowledge is disproportionately an attack on knowledge workers, the part of the white-collar workforce employed in some kind of research, archival, or instructional work. Less funding for scholarly and scientific institutions will mean fewer researchers, analysts, scholars, and scientists. It will mean fewer institutions capable of employing white-collar workers. Fewer people will go to college, and there will be fewer opportunities after graduation for those who do.

Additionally, the Trump administration wants to see fewer underrepresented minorities in these professions--some of its largest cuts have been not only to research focusing on minority groups, but to programs designed to increase the number of students from underrepresented backgrounds in science, technology, engineering, and math professions. The Trump administration wants fewer highly educated workers, and it wants them as a group to be whiter and from wealthier families.

Read: The erasing of American science

Trump and his allies see highly educated people, in the aggregate, as a kind of class enemy of the MAGA project. Highly educated voters have trended leftward in recent elections, a phenomenon that has not-so-coincidentally appeared alongside the conservative movement's growing conviction that higher education must be brought under right-wing political control. In short, destroying American universities will also limit the growth of a Democratic-trending constituency--fewer educated voters will translate to fewer Democrats in office. The tech barons supporting Trump have companies that rely on educated workers, but they want submissive toilers, not active citizens who might conceive of their interests as being different from those of their bosses.

A formal education does not immunize anyone against adopting false beliefs, but two things are true: Many of Trump's supporters have come to see knowledge-producing institutions and the people who work for them as sources of liberal indoctrination that must be brought to heel or destroyed, and they do not want Americans trusting any sources of authority that are not Trump-aligned. This is of a piece with Trump's longtime strategy regarding the media, which, as he told CBS News in 2018, is "to discredit you all and demean you all so when you write negative stories about me, no one will believe you."

In the same 2021 speech, Vance declared, "We have got to get out of the mindset that the only way to live a good life in this country, the only way for our children to succeed, is to go to a four-year university, where people will learn to hate their country and acquire a lot of debt in the process." This point, on its own, is correct. Having a college degree should not be necessary for fulfilling and gainful employment. But wrecking America's scholarly and research institutions will not improve the lives of blue-collar workers. If anything improves as a result, it will be the MAGA right's own political dominance and the wealth of its benefactors, who will have successfully destroyed public services while slashing their own taxes and the regulations that constrain their corporations, and rewarding themselves with government contracts.

In March, The Washington Post reported that the Trump administration was "moving to privatize a sweeping number of government functions and assets--a long-standing Republican goal that's being catalyzed by billionaire Elon Musk." Part of this effort will be to replace human workers with large language models, or artificial intelligence," automating parts of the federal government with an untested technology that amounts to a bailout for the private companies that have developed AI without finding a profitable use for it. This will make government functions worse, but it will help sustain investment and profitability for the wealthy investors backing the technology. Like most other IT technologies, of course, AI was developed with support from the same federal agencies that the tech barons are now helping dismantle.

The extent of this looting will be difficult to determine, because in effect, the attack on knowledge is also an attack on political accountability. Accountability requires information. The public must know what is happening if it is ever going to demand change. But without information about what the government is doing, the administration and MAGA more generally will entrench themselves, such that their corruption, destruction, and mismanagement can occur without oversight or risk of a public reckoning.

Notwithstanding Musk's insistence that he is reducing "waste, fraud, and abuse" in the government, the Trump administration has been gutting the very institutions charged with gathering information about what the government does--not just with finding wrongdoing or inefficiency, but with preserving its own records and those produced by investigations of private firms. In early February, Trump fired the head of the National Archives. The damage that would be caused by manipulation or destruction of historical records could be irreversible.

The future record is perhaps at even greater risk. Those past records must be actively destroyed, whereas records of what the government does from now on may simply never be made. The Trump administration has unlawfully fired inspectors general who have done government-accountability work in the past, while taking aim at regulatory agencies responsible for oversight of industry, such as the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, whose investigations are important not only because they protect investors and consumers but because they produce records of corporate misconduct. The administration has also taken aim at the independence of the Securities and Exchange Commission, closing more than 100 ongoing investigations. All of this ruins the government's capacity not only to learn how to make itself better, but to monitor the health of financial markets and root out corporate malfeasance.

But corporate misconduct is not the only kind of misconduct, and the Trump administration has also targeted other forms of record-keeping on government abuse, including a database of federal law-enforcement officials who have been fired, sued, or convicted of wrongdoing. The Trump administration removed the database, The Appeal reported. In other words, the Trump administration has deliberately made it easier for bad cops to keep finding work as officers. In key institutions that determine how and when the government uses force, such as the Pentagon and the Justice Department, the administration has been firing lawyers whose troublesome legal advice might prevent the president from committing crimes or who might provide records of the decision to do so. The logic is that of the Mafia--no body, no evidence, no crime.

John Q. Barrett, a law professor at St. Johns University who worked in the Department of Justice's inspector general's office in the 1990s, offered me a couple of examples of the kind of corruption and abuse that the office uncovered. In one instance, the IG discovered that FBI crime labs had mishandled forensic evidence for years, including "significant instances of testimonial errors, substandard analytical work and deficient practices." In another, an IG report found that Bureau of Prisons officials were taking bribes to facilitate drug smuggling and organized crime. Yet another IG investigation found that immigration officials were manipulating statistics to make it seem like they were more successful in deterring illegal immigration than they actually were.

Barrett emphasized that the attack on knowledge will encourage more waste, fraud, and abuse in government. "Sometimes," he said, referring to when he worked in the inspector general's office, "there were big-dollar savings; sometimes there were big program mismanagement, identifications, and corrections. Sometimes it was just making people sit up straighter and remember to meet their responsibilities." Under Trump, he warned, "I think lots of petty corruption will flourish. People do engage in petty corruption, but when they get caught, that deters everybody else on their corridor from basic stuff like per diem fraud and voucher fraud and travel-expense padding."

If Trump were actively trying to facilitate such petty corruption, it would be hard to see what he would do differently. "What they've done is to effectively neuter the institutions that were created to do exactly what they say Musk and DOGE are doing," Michael Bromwich, a former Department of Justice inspector general who in the 1990s uncovered significant problems at an FBI crime lab that forced the bureau to review hundreds of cases, told me. "You would do that because you want to control the criticism of your appointees, your secretaries of defense, of state, of labor. You would do that because you don't want to subject them to written criticism that's contained in both the semiannual reports and the audit, inspection, and investigation reports. You would do that because you want to be able to do things in secret, and you want to be able to do them in a way that's unverifiable."

Trump's attack on knowledge will harm not just the so-called elites he and his allies are punishing. The long-term price of solidifying their power in this way will be high--perhaps even higher than Trumpism's wealthy benefactors expect. One obvious cost is the damage to technological, scientific, and social advancement. Another will be the impossibility of self-governance, because a public denied access to empirical reality cannot engage in self-determination as the Founders imagined.

"We've been having a conversation about who should be the arbiter of truth online for some time, because misinformation was such a major issue, all the way dating back to 2016 and before," Atiba Solomon, the Yale professor, told me. "And I feel like now it's not just who's the arbiter of truth online; it's who's going to be the arbiter of truth in the public, formal record. That's what's at stake here in terms of long-term stuff. You're not just talking about uncomfortable lacunae in the knowledge-production process. You're talking about the possibility of a knowledge-production process."

Read: A new kind of crisis for American universities

A population dependent on whatever engagement-seeking nonsense is fed to them on a manipulated social-media network is one that is much easier to exploit and control. By destroying knowledge, including the very scholarship that would study the effects of the administration's policies on society, the Trump administration and its allies can ensure that their looting of the federal government and public goods can never be fully rectified or punished.

For Trump and his allies, this large-scale destruction of the knowledge-production process could be quite lucrative in the short term. Some examples of this, such as Musk using his influence to secure himself federal contracts and the administration removing regulations on pollution on behalf of Trump's oil-industry allies, are obvious. But fewer restraints on business means more corporations getting away with scamming and exploiting their customers, and more money for unscrupulous hucksters like those surrounding the president.

The disappearance of high-quality empirical evidence means not only fewer rebuttals of right-wing dogmas, but also a bigger market for wellness pseudoscience and other scams--such as Kennedy's imbecilic suggestion to treat the growing measles outbreak in the Southwest with cod-liver oil. America under Trump is rejecting one of the most effective health-care infrastructures in human history and embracing woo-woo nonsense on par with medieval doctors measuring the four humors.

The book burnings of the past had physical limitations; after all, only the books themselves could be destroyed. The Trumpist attack on knowledge, by contrast, threatens not just accumulated knowledge, but also the ability to collect such knowledge in the future. Any pursuit of forbidden ideas, after all, might foster political opposition. Better for Americans to be as gullible and easily manipulated as the people who buy brain pills from right-wing podcasts, use ivermectin to treat COVID, or believe that vaccines are "weapons of mass destruction." This purge will dramatically impair the ability to solve problems, prevent disease, design policy, inform the public, and make technological advancements. Like the catastrophic loss of knowledge in Western Europe that followed the fall of Rome, it is a self-inflicted calamity. All that matters to Trumpists is that they can reign unchallenged over the ruins.



This article originally stated that J. D. Vance was a senator in 2021. He was a Senate candidate.
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A Reality Check for Tech Oligarchs

Powerful Silicon Valley leaders are prioritizing their utopian vision of the future over the concerns of people in the present.

by John Kaag




Technologists currently wield a level of political influence that was recently considered unthinkable. While Elon Musk's Department of Government Efficiency slashes public services, Jeff Bezos takes celebrities to space on Blue Origin and the CEOs of AI companies speak openly of radically transforming society. As a result, there has never been a better moment to understand the ideas that animate these leaders' particular vision of the future.

In his new book, More Everything Forever, the science journalist Adam Becker offers a deep dive into the worldview of techno-utopians such as Musk--one that's underpinned by promises of AI dominance, space colonization, boundless economic growth, and eventually, immortality. Becker's premise is bracing: Tech oligarchs' wildest visions of tomorrow amount to a modern secular theology that is both mesmerizing and, in his view, deeply misguided. The author's central concern is that these grand ambitions are not benign eccentricities, but ideologies with real-world consequences .

What do these people envision? In their vibrant utopia, humanity has harnessed technology to transcend all of its limits--old age and the finite bounds of knowledge most of all. Artificial intelligence oversees an era of abundance, automating labor and generating wealth so effectively that every person's needs are instantly met. Society is powered entirely by clean energy, while heavy industry has been relocated to space, turning Earth into a pristine sanctuary. People live and work throughout the solar system. Advances in biotechnology have all but conquered disease and aging. At the center of this future, a friendly AI--aligned with human values--guides civilization wisely, ensuring that progress remains tightly coupled with the flourishing of humanity and the environment.

Musk, along with the likes of Bezos and OpenAI's CEO, Sam Altman, aren't merely imagining sci-fi futures as a luxury hobby--they are funding them, proselytizing for them, and, in a growing number of cases, trying to reorganize society around them. In Becker's view, the rich are not merely chasing utopia, but prioritizing their vision of the future over the very real concerns of people in the present. Impeding environmental research, for instance, makes sense if you believe that human life will continue to exist in an extraterrestrial elsewhere. More Everything Forever asks us to take these ideas seriously, not necessarily because they are credible predictions, but because some people in power believe they are.

Read: The rise of techno-authoritarianism

Becker, in prose that is snappy if at times predictable, highlights the quasi-spiritual nature of Silicon Valley's utopianism, which is based on two very basic beliefs. First, that death is scary and unpleasant. And second, that thanks to science and technology, the humans of the future will never have to be scared or do anything unpleasant. "The dream is always the same: go to space and live forever," Becker writes. (One reason for the interest in space is that longevity drugs, according to the tech researcher Benjamin Reinhardt, can be synthesized only "in a pristine zero-g environment.") This future will overcome not just human biology but a fundamental rift between science and faith. Becker quotes the writer Meghan O'Gieblyn, who observes in her book God, Human, Animal, Machine that "what makes transhumanism so compelling is that it promises to restore through science the transcendent--and essentially religious--hopes that science itself obliterated." 

Becker demonstrates how certain contemporary technologists flirt with explicitly religious trappings. Anthony Levandowski, the former head of Google's self-driving-car division, for instance, founded an organization to worship artificial intelligence as a godhead . But Becker also reveals the largely forgotten precedents for this worldview, sketching a lineage of thought that connects today's Silicon Valley seers to earlier futurist prophets. In the late 19th century, the Russian philosopher Nikolai Fedorov preached that humanity's divine mission was to physically resurrect every person who had ever lived and settle them throughout the cosmos, achieving eternal life via what Fedorov called "the regulation of nature by human reason and will."

The rapture once preached and beckoned in churches has been repackaged for secular times: In place of souls ascending to heaven, there are minds preserved digitally--or even bodies kept alive--for eternity. Silicon Valley's visionaries are, in this view, not all cold rationalists; many of them are dreamers and believers whose fixations constitute, in Becker's view, a spiritual narrative as much as a scientific one--a new theology of technology.

Let's slow down: Why exactly is this a bad idea? Who wouldn't want "perfect health, immortality, yada yada yada," as the AI researcher Eliezer Yudkowsky breezily summarizes the goal to Becker? The trouble, Becker shows, is that many of these dreams of personal transcendence disregard the potential human cost of working toward them. For the tech elite, these are visions of escape. But, Becker pointedly writes, "they hold no promise of escape for the rest of us, only nightmares closing in." 

Perhaps the most extreme version of this nightmare is the specter of an artificial superintelligence, or AGI (artificial general intelligence). Yudkowsky predicts to Becker that a sufficiently advanced AI, if misaligned with human values, would "kill us all."  Forecasts for this type of technology, once fringe, have gained remarkable traction among tech leaders, and almost always trend to the stunningly optimistic. Sam Altman is admittedly concerned about the prospects of rogue AI--he famously admitted to having stockpiled "guns, gold, potassium iodide, antibiotics, batteries, water, gas masks from the Israeli Defense Force, and a big patch of land in Big Sur I can fly to"--but these worries don't stop him from actively planning for a world reshaped by AI's exponential growth. In Altman's words, we live on the brink of a moment in which machines will do "almost everything" and trigger societal changes so rapid that "the future can be almost unimaginably great." Becker is less sanguine, writing that "we just don't know what it will take to build a machine to do all the things a human can do." And from his point of view, it's best that things remain that way.

Read: Silicon Valley braces for chaos

Becker is at his rhetorically sharpest when he examines the philosophy of "longtermism" that underlies much of this AI-centric and space-traveling fervor. Longtermism, championed by some Silicon Valley-adjacent philosophers and the effective-altruism movement, argues that the weight of the future--the potentially enormous number of human (or post-human) lives to come--overshadows the concerns of the present. If preventing human extinction is the ultimate good, virtually any present sacrifice can and should be rationalized. Becker shows how today's tech elites use such reasoning to support their own dominance in the short term, and how rhetoric about future generations tends to mask injustices and inequalities in the present . When billionaires claim that their space colonies or AI schemes might save humanity, they are also asserting that only they should shape humanity's course. Becker observes that this philosophy is "made by carpenters, insisting the entire world is a nail that will yield to their ministrations." 

Becker's perspective is largely that of a sober realist doing his darnedest to cut through delusion, yet one might ask whether his argument occasionally goes too far. Silicon Valley's techno-utopian culture may be misguided in its optimism, but is it only that? A gentle counterpoint: The human yearning for transcendence stems from a dissatisfaction with the present and a creative impulse, both of which have driven genuine progress. Ambitious dreams--even seemingly outlandish ones--have historically spurred political and cultural transformation. Faith, too, has helped people face the future with optimism. It should also be acknowledged that many of the tech elite Becker critiques do show some awareness of ethical pitfalls. Not all (or even most) technologists are as blithe or blinkered as Becker sometimes seems to suggest.

In the end, this is not a book that revels in pessimism or cynicism; rather, it serves as a call to clear-eyed humanism. In Becker's telling, tech leaders err not in dreaming big, but in refusing to reckon with the costs and responsibilities that come with their dreams. They preach a future in which suffering, scarcity, and even death can be engineered away, yet they discount the very real suffering here and now that demands our immediate attention and compassion. In an era when billionaire space races and AI hype dominate headlines, More Everything Forever arrives as a much-needed reality check. At times, the book is something more than that: a valuable meditation on the questionable stories we tell about progress, salvation, and ourselves.
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The Era of DEI for Conservatives Has Begun

In an effort to attract more right-leaning faculty, some elite universities are borrowing tactics long used to promote racial diversity.

by Rose Horowitch




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


No one would be surprised to learn that an elite university has a plan to counteract the structural barriers to the advancement of a minority group. Johns Hopkins University's latest diversity initiative, however, has managed to put a new spin on a familiar concept: The minority group in question is conservative professors.

Between 30 and 40 percent of Americans identify as conservative, but conservatives make up only one of every 10 professors in academia, and even fewer in the humanities and most social-science departments. (At least they did in 2014, when the most recent comprehensive study was done. The number today is probably even lower.) Of the money donated by Yale faculty to political candidates in 2023, for example, 98 percent went to Democrats.

Some university leaders worry that this degree of ideological homogeneity is harmful both academically (students and faculty would benefit from being exposed to a wider range of ideas) and in terms of higher education's long-term prospects (being hated by half the country is not sustainable). Accordingly, Johns Hopkins recently unveiled a partnership with the American Enterprise Institute (AEI), a center-right think tank, designed to inject some ideological diversity into the university. Steven Teles, a political scientist who wrote a widely discussed article last year for The Chronicle of Higher Education titled "Why Are There So Few Conservative Professors?," is one of the faculty members involved with the partnership. The institutions will collaborate on a number of efforts to integrate conservative and heterodox thinkers.

Johns Hopkins is part of a growing trend. Several elite red-state public universities have recently established academic centers designed to attract conservative scholars. And institutions that haven't sought out conservative faculty may soon find new reasons to do so. The Trump administration has demanded that Harvard hire additional conservative professors or risk losing even more of its federal funding. (Even as it made that demand, it insisted that Harvard adopt "merit-based admissions policies and cease all preferences based on race, color, national origin, or proxies thereof.") In response, Harvard's president said that the university is expanding programs to increase intellectual diversity on campus. The era of DEI for conservatives has begun.

Academia has leaned left for as long as anyone can remember. But for most of the 20th century, conservative faculty were a robust presence throughout the humanities and social sciences. (In 1969, for example, even as anti-war protests raged across campuses, a quarter of the professoriate identified as at least "moderately" conservative.) But their ranks have thinned since the 1990s. At the same time, moderate and independent professors have been replaced by people who explicitly identify as liberal or progressive.

A traditional free-market conservative might interpret these statistics as evidence that right-wing thinkers simply haven't achieved at a high-enough level to become professors. But some reformers have embraced a more left-wing theory for conservatives' anemic representation in academia. "The current injustice is a consequence of previous injustice," Teles told me. (Teles identifies not as a conservative but as an "abundance liberal.") "You don't deal with structural injustice purely through anti-discrimination," he added. In other words, action of a more affirmative variety is needed.

Rose Horowitch: The race-blind college-admissions era is off to a weird start

Opinions differ on the precise extent to which conservatives are being excluded from academia versus self-selecting into nonacademic careers. But they clearly face barriers that liberal and leftist scholars don't. Professors decide who joins their ranks and what research gets published in flagship journals. And several studies show that academics are willing to discriminate against applicants with different political views. One 2021 survey found that more than 40 percent of American (and Canadian) academics said they would not hire a Donald Trump supporter. Then there's the fact that entire disciplines have publicly committed themselves to progressive values. "It is a standard of responsible professional conduct for anthropologists to continue their research, scholarship, and practice in service of dismantling institutions of colonization and helping to redress histories of oppression and exploitation," the American Anthropological Association declared in 2020.

"Professors will tell you straight up that people who hold the wrong views don't belong in universities," Musa al-Gharbi, a sociology professor at Stony Brook University who studies progressive social-justice discourse, told me. "That's the difference between viewpoint discrimination and other forms of discrimination."

One result is that universities tasked with teaching students about the world they live in employ hardly anyone who represents views that much of the population holds. Ideological homogeneity affects which fields people study (military and religious history have gone out of vogue) and what views students are willing to express in class. (A recent survey found that only one-third of Harvard seniors--and only 17 percent of conservatives--felt comfortable sharing their opinions on controversial topics.) Liberal professors of course still teach Edmund Burke and Milton Friedman, Ron Daniels, the president of Johns Hopkins, told me. But, he said, learning from faculty who are immersed in the conservative intellectual tradition is a different academic experience.

Conservative underrepresentation has also hurt higher education's standing with the country at large. Polls show that Americans, particularly on the right, are losing trust in universities. A Gallup survey taken last year, for example, found that Republican confidence in higher education had dropped from 56 to 20 percent over the course of a decade. Respondents attributed this in part to perceived liberal bias in the academy.

Daniels recognized these issues in a 2021 book, What Universities Owe Democracy. In it, he argues that campuses need a "purposeful pluralism" to train students to engage across differences. Jenna Silber Storey, a senior fellow at AEI and a former professor of politics and international relations at Furman University--where she estimates that "maybe 4 or 5 percent" of the faculty was conservative--read the book, and the two began discussing how to improve diversity of thought on campuses.

Hiring a conservative professor isn't as straightforward as it sounds. At this point, few qualified conservatives are in the applicant pool in the humanities and social sciences, Teles told me. This has led some higher-education leaders to borrow tactics that were long used to redress the country's history of racial and ethnic discrimination.

Legislatures in red and purple states across the country have shoveled money into universities to establish schools of civic thought, which are marketed as the conservative answer to academia's leftward drift and the rise of identity-oriented disciplines. The effort started at Arizona State University, which established its School of Civic and Economic Thought and Leadership in 2017. The University of Texas at Austin, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and the University of Tennessee at Knoxville have all done the same. Now the movement is spreading to elite private universities. Yale announced at a recent conference co-hosted by Hopkins and AEI that it will open its own center for civic thought.

The conservative politicians and right-wing donors behind these centers advertise them as a way to fight back against the excesses of the left. But Storey told me that they are not generally ideological; the goal is to teach students to debate across differences. Supporters see them as a safe space for conservative scholars who feel ostracized by the broader academy. There, they can hopefully generate work that earns recognition from researchers in the mainstream, just as disciplines such as gender studies and African American studies gained legitimacy over time, Teles told me.

Johns Hopkins has similarly repurposed techniques that are more commonly practiced by DEI offices. (Before she left her teaching job, Storey chaired her department's DEI program.) The university first made funding available to hire a cadre of conservative and heterodox thinkers within the faculty of arts and sciences. So-called cluster hiring has been a popular way to create a support network for faculty of color who might otherwise feel isolated. Teles, in partnership with Storey at AEI, is also developing a mentorship program for conservative graduate students. The idea is to intervene earlier in the academic pipeline to keep right-leaning thinkers on the path to a professorship. Additionally, a fellowship program will send Hopkins professors to do stints at AEI, and vice versa. The university is trying to normalize conservative perspectives on campus and in the university's research and public-facing statements, Daniels told me. He hopes that the effort will serve as a model for like-minded leaders.

Sian Leah Beilock: Saving the idea of the university

If the right has discovered the language of systemic discrimination, some on the left have begun speaking in terms of identity-blind meritocracy. Juliana Pare-Blagoev, an education professor at Hopkins and the outgoing president of the university's chapter of the American Association of University Professors (AAUP), told me that she's in favor of affirmative action--just not for conservatives, because they haven't suffered documented discrimination. "It doesn't mean that everybody in that center isn't a good scholar or that they can't be competent and strong contributors, but if you look at the actuality of it, their CVs tend to be thinner than others," Pare-Blagoev said. She is open to the possibility that conservatives are underrepresented because they don't feel welcome, but she doesn't think universities should make systemic changes to accommodate them. "I don't think that an individual's discomfort is a five-alarm fire," she said.

Francois Furstenberg, a history professor at Johns Hopkins and the secretary for the university's AAUP chapter, told me that Republicans have unfairly smeared affirmative action as a way to hire people "based on their race and not on their qualifications." Now they're the ones who want to hire professors based on their politics, not their fitness for the role. (Teles told me that he and Storey are focused on broadening the applicant pool for academic roles, rather than just giving people an advantage because of their political leanings.)

As with so many topics, the Trump factor has complicated the question of ideological diversity. On the one hand, the White House's crusade against elite higher education has raised the pressure to recruit conservatives. The administration made the connection explicit in its shakedown of Harvard. After announcing that it would review $9 billion in federal grants and contracts, it issued a list of far-reaching demands that the university would have to meet in order to keep the funding. These included auditing faculty opinions and ensuring that every department and field is viewpoint-diverse. Harvard rejected the administration's demands, but President Alan Garber has nevertheless acknowledged that ideological homogeneity is a problem on campus.

On the other hand, the viciousness and obvious bad faith of Trump's attacks have made it more difficult for universities to pursue even changes they think will benefit their institutions, lest they appear to be capitulating to the president. "The fact that those extreme demands--for example, for government control over the curriculum--have come bundled with the notion that universities ought to be more politically diverse has tied those two things together in a way that has made political diversity much less palatable even than it was before," Neil Gross, a sociology professor at Colby College and the author of the 2014 study on viewpoint diversity, told me.

Teles told me that the conservatives collaborating with Hopkins are intent on working within universities to reform them, not from outside to destroy them. "These are not the same people who are wrecking the financial basis of our university," he said.

Daniels, the Hopkins president, told me that the hypocrisy of the messenger shouldn't obscure kernels of truth in the message. As universities have debated how to respond to the Trump administration's attacks, they've overlooked the fact that some of the critique is fair. "Defending the university," he said, "actually requires that we demonstrate to America our capacity for self-criticism and self-repair."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/05/conservative-professors-dei-initiatives/682944/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Coming Democratic Civil War

A seemingly wonky debate about the "abundance agenda" is really about power.

by Jonathan Chait




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


A civil war has broken out among the Democratic wonks. The casus belli is a new set of ideas known as the abundance agenda. Its supporters herald it as the key to prosperity for the American people and to enduring power for the liberal coalition. Its critics decry it as a scheme to infiltrate the Democratic Party by "corporate-aligned interests"; "a gambit by center-right think tank & its libertarian donors"; "an anti-government manifesto for the MAGA Right"; and the historical and moral equivalent of the "Rockefellers and Carnegies grinding workers into dust."

The factional disputes that tear apart the left tend to involve wrenching, dramatic issues where the human stakes are clear: Gaza, policing, immigration. And so it is more than a little odd that progressive activists, columnists, and academics are now ripping one another to shreds over such seemingly arcane and technical matters as zoning rules, permitting, and the Paperwork Reduction Act.

The intensity of the argument suggests that the participants are debating not merely the mechanical details of policy, but the very nature and purpose of the Democratic Party. And in fact, if you look closely beneath the squabbling, that is exactly what they are fighting over.

The abundance agenda is a collection of policy reforms designed to make it easier to build housing and infrastructure and for government bureaucracy to work. Despite its cheerful name and earnest intention to find win-win solutions, the abundance agenda contains a radical critique of the past half century of American government. On top of that--and this is what has set off clanging alarms on the left--it is a direct attack on the constellation of activist organizations, often called "the groups," that control progressive politics and have significant influence over the Democratic Party.

In recent years, the party's internal divides have been defined almost entirely in relation to the issue positions taken by the groups. The most progressive Democrats have been the ones who advocated the groups' positions most forcefully; moderate Democrats have been defined more by their relative lack of enthusiasm for the groups' agenda than by any causes of their own. The Democratic Party's flavors have been "progressive" and "progressive lite." The abundance agenda promises to supply moderate Democrats with a positive identity, rather than merely a negative one.

That dynamic has only raised the stakes of the abundance agenda within the party. Its ideas are ambitious enough, but its political implications have set off a schismatic conflict not just over a collection of proposals and the Democratic Party's direction--but over who should have the standing to direct it.

After percolating for years among policy wonks, the abundance agenda--a term coined by my colleague Derek Thompson in a 2022 essay--ascended suddenly in response to the deflating failure of the Biden administration's policy program.

"We have to prove democracy still works," Joe Biden said in his first speech to Congress. "That our government still works--and can deliver for the people." That summer, after the Senate had approved a trillion-dollar infrastructure bill, Biden declared the mission accomplished. "Today," he announced at the White House, "we proved that democracy can still work."

But in the months and years that followed, an unsettling realization began to creep in. A massive law had been enacted, yet Americans did not notice any difference, because indeed, very little had changed. Biden had anticipated, after quickly signing his infrastructure bill and then two more big laws pumping hundreds of billions of dollars into manufacturing and energy, that he would spend the rest of his presidency cutting ribbons at gleaming new bridges and plants. But only a fraction of the funds Biden had authorized were spent before he began his reelection campaign, and of those, hardly any yielded concrete results.

More than two years after signing the infrastructure law, Biden was "expressing deep frustration that he can't show off physical construction of many projects that his signature legislative accomplishments will fund," CNN reported. The nationwide network of electric-vehicle-charging stations amounted to just 58 new stations by the time Biden left office. The average completion date for road projects, according to the nonprofit news site NOTUS, was mid-2027. The effort to bring broadband access to rural America, a centerpiece of Biden's plan to show that he would work to help the entire country and not just the parts that had voted for him, had connected zero customers.

Rather than prove democracy still works, Biden's experience proved the opposite.

The odd thing about this deflating record is that a very similar thing happened the previous time Democrats held the presidency. Barack Obama came into office facing a catastrophic recession that he believed he could resolve with a gigantic new program of public works. Obama harkened back to the New Deal, when millions of Americans had been employed constructing roads, bridges, and other infrastructure, but quickly learned that, as he bitterly put it, "there's no such thing as shovel-ready projects." The lesson sat there, mostly unexamined, for a dozen years, inspiring no efforts to understand or change it, until Biden came into office. A Democratic president again hoped to follow FDR's model, and again discovered it had somehow become impossible.

This time, the failure inspired a little more introspection. Policy wonks, mostly liberal ones, began to ask why public tasks that used to be doable no longer were. How could a government that once constructed miracles of engineering--the Hoover Dam, the Golden Gate Bridge--ahead of schedule and under budget now find itself incapable of executing routine functions? Why was Medicare available less than a year after the enabling legislation passed, when the Affordable Care Act's individual-insurance exchange took nearly four years to come online (and had to survive a failed website)? And, more disturbing, why was everything slower, more expensive, and more dysfunctional in states and cities controlled by Democrats?

Finding answers to these questions began as a series of disparate inquiries into such neglected topics as restrictive zoning ordinances, federal and state permitting regulations, and the federal government's administrative procedures. But many who pursued these separate lines of inquiry experienced similar epiphanies, as if a switch had suddenly been flipped in their heads. They concluded that the government has tied itself in knots, and that enormous amounts of prosperity could be unleashed by simply untying them.

The closest thing to an institutional home for the abundance agenda is the Niskanen Center, formerly a heterodox libertarian think tank, which became a haven for Never Trump Republicans before veering, in recent years, toward promoting abundance. Some journalists, including several at this magazine, have also championed these ideas. Three new books have expressed abundance-agenda themes: Abundance, by Thompson and Ezra Klein; Stuck, by my colleague Yoni Appelbaum; and Why Nothing Works, by the Brown University scholar Marc Dunkelman. The proliferation of such works is a sign of the excitement these ideas have generated. And the abundance libs are rapidly winning over Democratic politicians, especially moderate ones.

From the March 2025 issue: How progressives froze the American dream

The movement is still working out precisely what is, and is not, included in its program. But the canonical abundance agenda consists of three primary domains.

The first, and most familiar, is the need to expand the supply of housing by removing zoning rules and other legal barriers that prevent supply from meeting demand. Over the past 90 years or so, and especially since World War II, American cities have thrown up a series of restrictions on new housing. Some 40 percent of the existing structures in Manhattan, for instance, would be illegal to build today, and where the rules don't ban new construction outright, they make it prohibitively time-consuming and costly. The same dynamic has strangled housing in San Francisco, Los Angeles, Boston, Washington, and other places where people want to live but can't afford to.

The second focus of abundance is to cut back the web of laws and regulations that turns any attempt to build public infrastructure into an expensive, agonizing nightmare. The cost of building a mile of interstate highway tripled in a generation. California approved a plan to build high-speed rail from Los Angeles to San Francisco 17 years ago and, despite having spent billions, still has no usable track. Permitting requirements, which have slowed the green-energy build-out to a crawl, are a special focus.


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic



The third domain, and the one that has received the least attention from commentators, is freeing up the government, especially the federal government, to be able to function. Policy wonks call this issue "state capacity." The government itself is hamstrung by a thicket of rules that makes taking action difficult and makes tying up the government in lawsuits easy. The abundance agenda wants to deregulate the government itself, in order to enable it to do things.

Revealingly, when the government does act swiftly, it frequently does so by suspending or ignoring its standard procedures. In January 2020, researchers in Seattle spent weeks trying and failing to get government permission to test the flu samples they had gathered for coronavirus, which was spreading rapidly elsewhere. Eventually, the researchers just ignored the rules and ran the tests, creating the first measure of the spread of COVID in the U.S. Similarly, Operation Warp Speed, Trump's greatest and arguably only triumph, involved an end run around normal vaccine-development protocol. Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro got an overpass on I-95 rebuilt quickly and safely, but only by suspending normal highway-construction bureaucratic requirements. The fact that the government has to ignore its rules if it wants to do something important ought to raise the question of why those rules have to be followed the rest of the time.

All of these policies sound so obvious and unobjectionable that one might understandably grow a bit suspicious. Who would favor keeping a bunch of pointless rules? Why would anybody oppose abundance?

You might think Democrats, in particular, would uniformly embrace plans to allow Democratic-run states and cities to expand, to build more zero-carbon energy, and to restore the bureaucratic confidence of the New Deal heyday. But this turns out to be a highly controversial proposition, because the limitations on building and the government were largely imposed by the left itself. What's more, these limits remain a core part of the interest-group politics that has dominated the Democratic Party for more than half a century.

In the years after World War II, the New Deal seemed to have permanently triumphed, and the legitimacy and power of government were beyond contestation. Many liberals now believed they could direct their energies in new directions. The task was to prevent the government machine, powered by its unstoppable alliance of Big Business and Big Labor, from subordinating the needs of the citizens. A new vision took hold, shared by writers and activists such as Rachel Carson, Jane Jacobs, and Ralph Nader. In his 2021 book, Public Citizens, the historian Paul Sabin describes this citizen-activist movement as "a legal attack, led by liberals, on the post-World War II administrative state."

Unlike the Roosevelt generation that had preceded them, these liberals saw their task as restraining the power of government, rather than establishing it. "The fundamental wrong," Carson said in a 1963 speech, "is the authoritarian control that has been vested in the agricultural agencies."

This new, anti-statist form of liberalism had two hallmarks. One was its reliance on lawyers and lawsuits. This reflected the influence of Nader, who rocketed to fame as a consumer advocate and became the most admired man in America by articulating a distrust of the system that defined public sentiment in the age of Vietnam and Watergate. "We are creating a new professional citizen role," he boasted to Time magazine. Those citizens were lawyers, or were represented by lawyers, who would devote their power to prying open the works of the state and holding it accountable.

The second was its faith in groups of citizens outside of government who could serve as a check on its power. The Port Huron Statement, the 1962 New Left manifesto by Students for a Democratic Society, envisioned a huge network of citizen-activist groups: "Private in nature, these should be organized around single issues (medical care, transportation systems reform, etc.), concrete interest (labor and minority group organizations), multiple issues or general issues."

Paul Sabin: The liberal attack on government

These visionaries believed the future of activism would revolve around a collection of specialized citizen-activist groups. And they were correct. By 1971, The Washington Post reported that Nader had created a "bewildering network of organizations, all devoted to a staggering array of public issues" and bearing Nader's imprint, many of which still operate today. They pushed for the passage of laws, then fought in court to expand their reach, creating tools to slow down or block government action.

They achieved some genuinely laudable results, including laws regulating pollution and consumer safety, and those protecting poor communities from being steamrolled by the likes of Robert Moses. But their emphasis on litigation and cumbersome legal requirements (what the law professor Nicholas Bagley calls "the procedure fetish"), combined with the empowerment of interest groups, has over time inverted Roosevelt's preference for results over legalism. The Naderites sought to prevent the government from doing harm, but in too many cases, they ended up preventing it from doing anything at all.

The National Environmental Policy Act, or NEPA, provides the clearest example. Passed in 1969, at the zenith of the environmental movement's influence, the law required the government to undertake environmental-impact studies before authorizing major projects and created elaborate legal hurdles to navigate.

Activist groups such as the Environmental Defense Fund saw NEPA as a potent tool to stop Washington (and, through state-level copycat laws, state and local governments) from building harmful projects. They pursued an energetic legal strategy to expand the law's reach, turning it into a suffocating weapon against development. Over time, the environmental-impact statements required to start a project have ballooned from about 10 pages to hundreds; the process now takes more than four years on average to complete.

Most perversely, NEPA and similar laws have become a way to stop efforts to address climate change. The environmental movement was created during an era when activists saw their highest priority as preserving nature by stopping construction. In the era of global warming, however, preserving nature requires building new infrastructure: green-energy sources, pipelines to transmit the energy, and new housing and transportation in cities where density allows for a less carbon-intensive lifestyle. But environmental groups have not, for the most part, altered their desire to stop building, nor have they reconsidered their support for laws that freeze the built environment in place.

Joe Biden learned this the hard way.

After the passage of the Inflation Reduction Act, Biden's signature climate law, Democrats began to realize that, thanks to a maze of legal impediments, the hundreds of billions of dollars in green-energy infrastructure they had authorized would not materialize any time soon, if at all.

Democratic moderates, with support from the Biden administration, set out to negotiate a permitting-reform bill that would impose a two-year cap on environmental-review statements and allow the federal government to plan the transmission lines needed to connect the new green-energy sources. Many Republicans, suspicious of infringing on states' rights, opposed it. More striking, so did hundreds of environmental groups. They objected to legislation that would, in the words of one letter to Democratic leadership, "truncate and hollow-out the environmental review process, weaken Tribal consultations, and make it far harder for frontline communities to have their voices heard."

And because climate activists opposed the bill, many progressives did too. "This is a good day for the climate and the environment," Senator Bernie Sanders said after the permitting-reform bill died in Congress. Two years later, in the waning days of the Biden administration, a second effort to pass permitting reform failed again, and while moderate Democrats expressed dismay, progressives celebrated. "Thanks to the hard-fought persistence and vocal opposition of environmental justice communities all across the country, the Dirty Deal has finally been laid to rest," then-House Natural Resources Chair Raul Grijalva boasted.

Last year, Biden prevailed upon Congress to suspend environmental review for new factories that would produce computer chips, under the bipartisan CHIPS Act. He did so by relying on a coalition of Republicans and moderate Democrats, over strident objections from environmental activists and progressive Democrats.

Progressives are not indifferent to building green-energy infrastructure or manufacturing computer chips, but they place greater value on defending the prerogatives of local activists. The New Left model of citizen-activist groups empowered by litigation remains the core of the progressive movement's theory of change.

"Meaningful community engagement is the key to unlocking our clean-energy future," Christy Goldfuss, the executive director of the Natural Resources Defense Council, said by way of explaining the group's opposition to permitting reform. Some housing activists likewise oppose zoning reform because they see the key to housing justice as giving local activists the power to block new housing. The New York Times columnist Tressie McMillan Cottom has held up the tenant-union movement as a way to solve the housing crisis. "Its strongest political strategy at the moment," she writes, "is pushing for local ordinances that give community members the authority to assess new housing developments that use city resources to determine whether they would displace residents or reduce a neighborhood's affordability."

The driving insight of the abundance agenda is that the organized citizen-activist groups descended from the Nader movement are not merely overly idealistic or ineffective, but often counterproductive. This is a diametric conflict: The progressive-activist network believes that local activists should have more legal power to block new housing and energy infrastructure. The abundance agenda is premised on taking that power away.

Jerusalem Demsas: Not everyone should have a say

This helps explain why much of the progressive left rejects the abundance agenda, not merely as insufficient or naive, but as directionally wrong. Anthony Rogers-Wright, then the director of environmental justice at New York Lawyers for the Public Interest, told my colleague Jerusalem Demsas a few years ago that permitting reform means "taking away the ability for all communities, but especially environmental-justice communities, from self-determination and using the courts as a way to get relief if a project is found to be harmful." A policy brief on solar power from the progressive Roosevelt Institute last year proposed that the government should provide subsidies for community groups fighting new solar plants.

The theory underlying this position is that Nader-style citizen engagement is an important component of democracy, and that building up activist groups engaging in these litigation strategies creates powerful constituencies for the left. David Dayen, the editor of the progressive magazine The American Prospect, wrote an essay in 2023 critiquing the abundance agenda as an attack on basic democratic rights. Dayen, approvingly quoting the economist Marshall Steinbaum, argued that the effort to sideline community activists "boils down to the idea that people can't be trusted." A better policy, Dayen proposed, was "a liberalism that builds power," which means "the government actively supporting the very groups that have been left out of past economic transitions, building the necessary coalition for long-term transformation."

Whether or not this strategy has actually built power--the evidence from Biden's presidency is discouraging--it remains foundational to the party's activist superstructure. The progressive movement seeks to maintain solidarity among its component groups, expecting each to endorse the positions taken by the others.

Much of the most vociferous opposition to the abundance agenda has zeroed in on its betrayal of this principle. The Roosevelt Institute's Todd Tucker attacked Ezra Klein on X for his "survivor island approach to coalitions--first unions and Dems team up to vote enviros off the island, and then Dems turn on labor." David Sirota, a left-wing journalist, complained, "Abundance Libs are insisting the big problem isn't corporate power & oligarchs, it's zoning laws & The Groups? Come on." Austin Ahlman, a researcher at the Open Markets Institute, an anti-monopoly advocacy organization, mused, "You have to wonder whether the Abundance faction stuff would have landed better if the proponents had not laid the groundwork for it by first broadsiding every other organized constituency in the democratic tent."

This angry response is not merely a knee-jerk reaction to criticism, but the logical outgrowth of a well-developed belief system. Since the Obama era, many of the component groups in the progressive coalition have drifted further left on their core demands. (Single-issue lobbies are naturally incentivized to grow more extreme over time--what organization is going to decide its pet cause is too unpopular or costly to merit a strident defense?)

At the same time, they have grown more purposeful about their belief that each group must stand behind all the positions outlined by the others. That is why civil-rights groups will demand student-debt relief, abortion-rights groups endorse abolishing the police, or trans-rights groups insist that Palestine should be liberated. Leah Hunt-Hendrix, an heir to the Hunt oil fortune who became a full-time progressive organizer, and who has raised and donated millions to causes such as the Sunrise Movement, the Debt Collective, and Black Lives Matter, articulated the principle of cross-endorsements in her book, Solidarity. She argues for "the necessity of working in coalition with progressive social movements," and of resisting the opposition's efforts "to weaponize a movement's fault lines."

Such progressives are not wrong to see the abundance agenda as a broader attack on their movement. Their theory of American politics depends on empowering the very groups the abundance agenda identifies as the architects of failure and barriers to progress.

But that dynamic also explains why the abundance agenda is likely to become the tentpole of the party's moderate wing, even for politicians who have mixed feelings about its particulars. As the Niskanen Center's Steven Teles and Robert Saldin have pointed out, the factional division between group-aligned progressive Democrats and the abundance Democrats opposed to them is already playing out in several cities. (San Francisco, where the failures of progressive urban governance are most pronounced, has the most organized abundance faction.)

In the 2020 Democratic primary, candidates competed for the groups' favor by endorsing their most far-reaching and politically toxic demands, such as decriminalizing illegal border crossings and abolishing private health insurance. Abundance may provide an escape from that dynamic in 2028. Democrats who reject the demand to maintain solidarity with the groups at all costs will find themselves free to endorse policies that the majority of the country supports.

The first fissures are already beginning to appear at the national level. Some elements of the abundance agenda have appeal to the left. (There are, in particular, left-wing YIMBYs.) But most of the elected officials who have identified with it come from the party's mainstream and moderate wings, such as Pete Buttigieg; Governors Kathy Hochul, Wes Moore, and Josh Shapiro; and House members Jake Auchincloss, Scott Peters, George Whitesides, and Ritchie Torres. Torres offers the most instructive example: Having previously carved out an identity as a gleeful antagonist to the party's left wing on Israel and other divisive issues, he announced in January, "I feel like the abundance agenda is the best framework that I've heard for reimagining Democratic governance."

By contrast, the progressive icon Elizabeth Warren told The Bulwark in April that she hasn't read Abundance and plans to steer clear of the debate around it--a strange decision for a proudly detail-oriented wonk, but one that makes sense given the divides the issue has opened up on the left.

The formation of ideological factions within political parties is a staple of American history. The divide over slavery ruptured the Whigs; the progressive movement began within both the Democratic and Republican Parties, before migrating entirely into the Democratic camp. A faction can reorganize a party's priorities, generating new alliances and rivalries, and pull new constituencies into a party while driving others out. Many factions start among intellectuals and writers, eventually developing followings among politicians.

Because the abundance agenda has developed out of the work of policy wonks, rather than political operatives, it was not cooked up to help Democrats in elections. It is far from a complete response to the party's dilemma. The abundance agenda says nothing about social issues; an abundance lib could be for or against Medicare for All, the participation of trans women in college sports, or any number of issues that split the party. It is not a theory of everything.

It does, however, meet several political needs of the moment. It addresses the lack of faith in public services, which plunged after COVID. It promises to bring down consumer costs, which remain the public's top concern. It provides a direct response to Elon Musk's assault on state capacity. And it offers a plausible route to improving living standards at a time when high inflation and elevated interest rates and debt make promising big new social benefits harder.

Brian Deese: The next front in the war against climate change

Perhaps most important, the abundance agenda supplies Democrats with a vision of the future that contrasts sharply and clearly with Donald Trump's. The president has lectured the country about the need to make do with less in the service of his self-destructive tariff regime. He has attacked plans to build denser cities as an assault on suburbs, defunded scientific research, sought to shut down the green-energy transition, and paralyzed the bureaucracy with arbitrary restrictions. The abundance agenda creates a unified program to reverse all these retrograde ideas, along with a practical understanding of the impediments that must be overcome to do so.

What has drawn many Americans to Trump is his claim that the system is so broken that, as he promised, "I alone can fix it." The last time they held power, Democrats did little to rebut that claim. Now they must decide if they will abandon their legalistic commitment to fragmentary proceduralism or allow Trump's boast to be vindicated.
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What the Show of the Summer Knows About Intimacy

The new Netflix miniseries <em>Sirens </em>has beachy vibes but a dark heart.

by Sophie Gilbert




The beach-read vibes are strong with Sirens, a Netflix miniseries set on a moneyed northeastern island compound that, at first glance, seems awfully familiar. The hydrangeas bloom with manicured abandon. The dramatic tension is stoked with top-shelf liquor and minor acts of class warfare. Absolutely everyone has secrets. The enigmatic trophy wife at the center, Michaela, is played not by Nicole Kidman--as is, at this point, stylistic tradition--but by Julianne Moore, effusing lavender mist and toxic insecurity. Michaela is planning an end-of-summer gala, assisted by her sharp-elbowed assistant, Simone (played by Milly Alcock), but things are thrown into chaos with the arrival of an unexpected guest: Simone's down-at-heel, grimly judgmental sister, Devon (Meghann Fahy).

The theatricality of the setup--the disruptive stranger, the impending event that will inevitably go very wrong--isn't happenstance. Sirens was originally a play by the writer Molly Smith Metzler (Maid, Orange Is the New Black), which premiered in 2011 under the title Elemeno Pea. Fully Netflixed by Metzler into a five-episode adaptation, the final product is a triumph of the popular-novel-to-series genre: funny, caustic, absurd. The point of this kind of show, typically, is to marry coastal-mansion lifestyle porn with a little light mystery--a body swept onto shore, a metaphorical skeleton rattling its way out of the walk-in closet. On Netflix's The Perfect Couple, for instance (a 2024 adaptation of Elin Hilderbrand's novel of the same name), the question of who murdered a wedding guest is less gripping than Kidman's high-diva turn as a matriarch with a perplexingly ambiguous accent who's as stiff as a Barbie doll in pale-pink silk.

Read: Nicole Kidman's perpetual trick

Sirens, though, has a more satirical bent, a whiff of White Lotus-esque eat-the-rich cynicism and some truly jarring insight into the bought intimacies of lonely 0.001-percenters. By focusing on the scruffy, foul-mouthed Devon--who waits tables in a falafel shop and has been single-handedly caring for her and Simone's ailing father (Bill Camp)--the show sets up a collision based on class, an outsider's dissection of this strange new world. In the first episode, Devon, enraged by an Edible Arrangement her sister has sent in lieu of actually responding to her texts or helping at home, furiously carts said fruit basket via bus, ferry, and a miles-long walk in order to throw lukewarm pieces of melon at Simone. "Don't send me fruit, you stupid bitch," Devon shrieks, adding, with confusion, "Who are you? No, seriously. You're dressed like a doily."

Fahy has played the sphinxlike wife of a compulsive cheater on The White Lotus, and the sassy sidekick of a bride-to-be on The Perfect Couple. Devon is darker, and much funnier--sour, sweaty, gulping water from a sprinkler by the side of the road in early scenes while an appalled dog walker watches. She's desperate to liberate Simone from what she sees as a fundamentally toxic job, but Simone, a yapping blond lapdog in Lilly Pulitzer, has never felt more herself than she does under Michaela's wing. And casting Moore is a fascinating stretch--she's an actor better known for embodying wounded birds than temperamental alphas, and so her Michaela feels notably vulnerable from the get-go. Fittingly, Michaela's quirk is that she's turned her billionaire husband's compound into a sanctuary for rescued raptors, tending to birds of prey so that they can be unleashed into the wild to kill things anew. Her other hobby, so to speak, is described by her acolytes as her "radical generosity"--spending astonishing amounts of money to help women from humble backgrounds ascend to the highest climbs of society. Devon, you sense, might be her greatest challenge yet.

As thrilling as Fahy is to watch, in some ways, the dynamic between Michaela and Simone is the least predictable part of Sirens: the controlled, high-strung society queen being endlessly fussed over by her enthralled attendant. In the first episode, Simone and Michaela check the state of each other's breath before an event; when Simone's fails to pass muster, Michaela gives her assistant her own chewed-up piece of gum, which Simone pops into her mouth without hesitation. Simone also helps Michaela sext her husband, a billionaire named Peter Kell (played irresistibly by Kevin Bacon), squeezing Michaela's breasts together and drafting language that's "dirty but not too dirty." And maybe it's the Careless People of it all, but I gasped out loud when a fragile Michaela climbed into bed for the night next to Simone, gazing into her assistant's eyes and demanding secrets like an 8-year-old at a sleepover.

Read: The awful secret of wealth privilege

Metzler is clearly fascinated by money and class, particularly as they intersect with gender. Maid, which starred Margaret Qualley as a young mother who flees an abusive relationship and ends up balancing on a knife-edge of homelessness and badly paid domestic work cleaning rich people's houses, took pains to communicate all the ways in which surviving poverty is its own full-time job. Sirens carefully contrasts the repetitive, arduous work done by Michaela's staff with the #werk performed by Michaela and her devotees. Simone's job skirts the two--she's expected to fawn over her boss and to buttress her emotionally while also dealing with the unpleasant parts of managing a household that Michaela would rather outsource. But Sirens is also particularly thoughtful on the subject of power and how women often wield it, blurring lines between obligation and intimacy--and knowing, always, that the terms of unspecified relationships can change without warning.

Nevertheless, Sirens is a very fun show. In a requisite shopping scene, as Devon is made into a woman fit to attend Michaela's gala, she wears a sulky sneer throughout that offsets the $22,000 spotted monstrosity her new companions dress her in. ("I look like Beetlejuice!") Even while the series seems to sense that the dynamics between the three women are the reason we're watching, it continually throws up haphazard potential mysteries: cult-like antics, reclusive former spouses, all those birds. I understand why, but they're much less diverting than the relationships the show excavates, the loyalty and love you can buy but never fully count on.
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The 'Man-Eater' Screwworm Is Coming

After a decades-long campaign to beat the parasites down to Panama, they're speeding back up north.

by Sarah Zhang




The United States has, for 70 years, been fighting a continuous aerial war against the New World screwworm, a parasite that eats animals alive: cow, pig, deer, dog, even human. (Its scientific name, C. hominivorax, translates to "man-eater.") Larvae of the parasitic fly chew through flesh, transforming small nicks into big, gruesome wounds. But in the 1950s, the U.S. Department of Agriculture laid the groundwork for a continent-wide assault. Workers raised screwworms in factories, blasted them with radiation until they were sterile, and dropped the sterile adult screwworms by the millions--even hundreds of millions--weekly over the U.S., then farther south in Mexico, and eventually in the rest of North America.



The sterile flies proceeded to, well, screw the continent's wild populations into oblivion, and in 2006, an invisible barrier was established at the Darien Gap, the jungle that straddles the Panama-Colombia border, to cordon the screwworm-free north off from the south. The barrier, as I observed when I reported from Panama several years ago, consisted of planes releasing millions of sterile screwworms to rain down over the Darien Gap every week. This never-ending battle kept the threat of screwworms far from America.



But in 2022, the barrier was breached. Cases in Panama--mostly in cattle--skyrocketed from dozens a year to 1,000, despite ongoing drops of sterile flies. The parasite then began moving northward, at first slowly and then rapidly by 2024, which is when I began getting alarmed emails from those following the situation in Central America. As of this month, the parasite has advanced 1,600 miles through eight countries to reach Oaxaca and Veracruz in Mexico, with 700 miles left to go until the Texas border. The U.S. subsequently suspended live-cattle imports from Mexico.



After this latest news broke, I spoke with Wayne Cockrell, a Texas rancher who fears the screwworm's return to Texas is now a matter of when, not if. The anti-screwworm program cannot produce enough sterile flies to stop the parasite's advance, much less beat it back down to Panama, Cockrell explained. He has followed the outbreak closely as the chair of the cattle-health committee for the Texas and Southwestern Cattle Raisers Association, even visiting the sterile-fly factory recently. "There's a sense of dread on my part now," he told me.



At 60, he is too young to remember screwworms himself, but he's heard the horror stories. Every cut, every scratch, every navel of a newborn calf threatened to turn fatal in the pre-eradication era. If the parasite does take hold in the U.S. again, it could take decades to push screwworms back down to Panama. That is, after all, how long it took the first time. Decades of screwworm vigilance have been undone in just two years.







You only have to glance at a map to understand why the screwworm outbreak is now at an alarming inflection point.



Central America is shaped like a funnel with a long, bumpy tail that reaches its skinniest point in Panama. Back in the day, the USDA helped pay for screwworm eradication down to Panama out of not pure altruism but economic pragmatism: Establishing a 100-mile screwworm barrier there is cheaper than creating one at the 2,000-mile U.S.-Mexico border. Even after screwworms began creeping up the tail of the funnel recently, the anti-screwworm campaign had one last good chance of stopping them at a narrow isthmus in southern Mexico--after which the funnel grows dramatically wider. It failed. The latest screwworm detections in Oaxaca and Veracruz are just beyond the isthmus.



The wider the new front of the screwworm war grows, the more sterile screwworms are needed to stop the parasite's advance. But the supply is already overstretched. The fly factory in Panama has increased production from its usual 20 million flies a week to its maximum of 100 million, which are now all being dispersed over Mexico. But planes used to drop 150 million flies a week over the isthmus in Mexico during the first eradication campaign in the 1980s. And when the front was even farther north in Mexico, a factory there churned out as many as 550 million flies weekly to cover the huge area. That factory, as well as one in Texas, has long since shut down.



The Texas and Southwestern Cattle Raisers Association is asking the USDA to build a new sterile-fly plant in the U.S., one big enough to produce the hundreds of millions that may soon be necessary. "We are working closely with Mexico to reestablish a biological barrier and prevent further geographic spread," a USDA spokesperson wrote in response to questions about the adequacy of sterile-fly production. "If the fly spreads further geographically, we will need to reevaluate production capacity." Several Texas lawmakers recently introduced the STOP Screwworms Act, which directs the USDA to open a new factory, but the whole process could still take years. "The facility needs to start tomorrow," Cockrell said.



The U.S. cattle industry is unprepared for the screwworm's return, he said, rattling off more reasons: Certain drugs to treat screwworm infection are not licensed in the U.S., having been unnecessary for half a century. Ranches used to employ 50 cowboys who regularly inspected cattle, and now they might have only five. And routine industry practices such as branding and ear tagging leave the animals vulnerable to screwworm infection. To face the screwworm, the cattle industry will have to adapt quickly to a new normal. The parasite could propel beef prices, which are already sky-high because of drought, even higher.







How screwworms managed to jump the barrier in 2022 is not fully clear. But in the years immediately before, the coronavirus pandemic reportedly created supply-chain snarls at the fly factory in Panama and disrupted regular cattle inspections that might have set off the alarm bells earlier. And the border between Panama and Colombia got a lot busier; the Darien Gap, once a notoriously impenetrable jungle, became a popular route for migrants.



Still, the screwworm advanced relatively slowly through Panama and Costa Rica for the first couple of years. Then it hit Nicaragua, and over just 10 weeks in 2024, it shot from the country's northern border through Honduras and Guatemala to reach Mexico. This rapid advance was because of the illegal cattle trade, Jeremy Radachowsky, the director for Mesoamerican and the Western Caribbean at the Wildlife Conservation Society, told me. His organization has tracked the practice in Central America, where 800,000 cattle a year are raised illegally in nature reserves and then smuggled by boat and truck up to Mexico. This allowed the screwworm to spread much faster than it can fly. The line of new screwworm cases followed known smuggling routes, Radachowsky said. The constant northward movement of infected cattle could now make re-eradication more difficult. It's like trying to empty a pool when "the spigot's still open," he said.



Decades of screwworm-free existence meant that even ranchers, whose livelihoods are directly affected, were slow to recognize the growing emergency. "We were so successful that literally people forgot," a U.S. official in Central America familiar with the situation (speaking anonymously due to the delicate politics involved) told me. Inspections, timely reports of infection, and restrictions on cattle movement are important pieces of eradication, in addition to the release of sterile flies.



Over the years, scientists have also proposed more advanced ways of controlling the screwworm through genetics, though none is yet ready for prime time. The USDA supported research by Max Scott, an entomologist at North Carolina State University, to create a male-only strain that could reduce the number of flies needed for dispersal, but funding ended last summer. He has also proposed using gene drives, a still-controversial technique that could rapidly "drive" genetic material that makes females sterile into the wild population. The USDA wasn't interested, he told me. (A spokesperson says the USDA "continues to research and investigate new tools," including genetically engineered male-only screwworms.) But he did strike up a collaboration several years ago with scientists in Uruguay studying a gene drive for sterile screwworms.



Uruguay is interested because it never got to benefit from screwworm eradication; the country is located about halfway down South America, deep in screwworm territory. A retired USDA scientist, Steven Skoda, told me that he and his colleagues used to dream of "a world totally free of screwworm." But eradication never reached South America, and now even the barrier protecting North America is no longer intact. The campaign to push screwworms from the south of Mexico--roughly where the parasite is right now--to the southern edge of Panama took 21 years. The way things are going, Cockrell said, some of his longtime colleagues in Panama might not see screwworms eradicated again in their country in their lifetime.
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How America Lost Control of the Seas

Thanks to decades of misguided policy choices, the U.S. has an astonishing lack of maritime capacity.

by Arnav Rao




"He who commands the sea has command of everything," the ancient Athenian general Themistocles said. By that standard, the United States has command of very little.

America depends on ocean shipping. About 80 percent of its international trade by weight traverses the seas. The U.S. needs ships to deliver nearly 90 percent of its armed forces' supplies and equipment, including fuel, ammunition, and food. Commercial shipyard capacity is essential for surge construction of warships and sealift-support ships that transport equipment and troops in times of national emergency.

Yet the U.S. has an astonishing lack of maritime capacity. Of the tens of thousands of large vessels that dot the oceans, a mere 0.13 percent are built in the United States. China, by contrast, fulfills roughly 60 percent of all new shipbuilding orders and has amassed more than 200 times America's shipbuilding capacity.

Not only do most U.S. imports and exports travel on foreign-built ships, but those ships are owned and crewed almost exclusively by nine giant carriers based in Europe and Asia. By the end of 2024, these carriers had organized into three cartels that controlled about 90 percent of the U.S. containerized-shipping trade.

From the July 1870 issue: The shipping of the United States

After a ship arrives at a U.S. port, the crane that lifts containers from its cargo hold will probably have been made by a single Chinese corporation that produces 80 percent of all ship-to-shore cranes in the United States. China also makes 86 percent of the truck chassis onto which containers are loaded. Some 95 percent of the containers themselves are built in China.

In the early days of the pandemic, some consequences of America's loss of control over ocean shipping were suddenly thrown into relief. Foreign cartels raised the cost of spot contracts on certain shipping lanes by up to 1,000 percent while making a record $190 billion in windfall profits. They also rejected hundreds of millions of dollars' worth of U.S. agricultural exports, preferring to race back to China with empty containers to fill with more profitable Chinese imports while American-grown food rotted on the docks.

The national-security implications of America's lack of shipbuilding and shipping capacity are also becoming dire. Because so few commercial ships fly the American flag and employ American mariners, the U.S. faces a critical shortage of civilian sailors needed to crew Navy support vessels. In November 2024, the Navy confirmed that it would lay up 17 support vessels, some delivered as recently as January 2024, because of crew shortages. More alarming are shortages of support ships themselves. The U.S. would need more than 100 fuel tankers in the event of a conflict in the Pacific. It has access to about 15.

This should never have happened. In the middle of the 20th century, the U.S. had a thriving, well-regulated ocean-shipping industry. Then the country turned its back on the system that made it all possible.

At the turn of the 20th century, the ocean-shipping industry was plagued by a phenomenon known as "ruinous competition." Carriers engaged in ruthless rate wars, reasoning that even if they moved cargo often at below-average cost, this would at least help defray the high fixed cost of operating a freighter. But the strategy was unsustainable. Years of continuous losses pushed many in the industry to the brink of insolvency. To avoid total collapse, the carriers banded together to form unregulated cartels in order to reduce supply and fix prices.

The cartels provided some stability, but at the public's expense. They offered secretive rebates to large operators that agreed to ship exclusively on cartel vessels, and they often refused to deal with shippers that did business with competitors. The cartels also engaged in price discrimination, offering steep discounts and rebates to big shippers--and recouping their losses by charging higher prices to smaller shippers that lacked the power to demand favorable terms. The resulting unequal prices and access to transportation services harmed smaller manufacturers, farmers, and ports.

At the same time that cartels were squeezing U.S. shippers, the U.S. government was neglecting maritime policy. Since the end of the Civil War, the United States had refused to allocate public resources to shipbuilding, while foreign governments, especially the British, subsidized their shipping and shipbuilding steeply. By 1901, U.S.-built vessels carried a mere 8 percent of national trade, and U.S. shipyards were left with little business aside from naval contracts.

The combined results of cartelization and government inaction were perilous. After World War I broke out in Europe in 1914, Great Britain, France, and Italy immediately diverted most of their shipping capacity to support their war efforts. Because the United States was so reliant on European shipping, freight rates soared. Foreign lines increased the rate to charter a vessel or ship key goods by about 20 times.

The United States was effectively cut off from the rest of the world. As the maritime historian Salvatore R. Mercogliano noted in Sea History magazine, "The domestic economy went into a recession as goods piled up on the docks and imports stopped arriving in American ports."

In response to the emergency, Congress passed a series of bills that poured public funds into bolstering U.S. shipping and shipbuilding capacity. Both the immediate and long-term results were spectacular. Extensive public investment led to the construction of more than 2,300 vessels for World War I and more than 5,500 vessels during World War II. The United States became the world's preeminent shipbuilder, assembling vessels at a scale and speed previously unheard of. The U.S. built the Liberty-class cargo ship SS Robert E. Peary, for example, in a little more than four days during the height of World War II.

But Congress recognized that simply pouring money into maritime capacity was not enough. It needed to set market rules for ocean shipping, both to forestall destructive competition and to ensure that ocean carriers operated in the public interest. To do this, Congress created a new agency, the United States Shipping Board (later replaced by the Federal Maritime Commission), which was charged with regulating the industry like a public utility. Cartels were required to submit their operating agreements to the government, which in turn disapproved or altered agreements it found to be discriminatory or unfair. Carriers were not allowed to engage in price discrimination, offer deferred rebates, or employ other underhanded tactics that excluded competition. These laws were not always effectively enforced, but they were a significant improvement over the status quo.

During the 1980s, however, Congress and Ronald Reagan abandoned the regulated-competition approach. Reaganites argued that the FMC, which at the time had a budget of just $11.8 million, had become a bloated bureaucracy, and reasoned that the U.S. could achieve economic efficiency and lower shipping prices if ocean carriers were not required to treat all shippers equally. To that end, Congress passed a series of bills during the Reagan and Clinton administrations that stripped the FMC's ability to regulate ocean-carrier cartels.

The first-order effect was a return to the destructive competition and underhanded exploitation that had characterized the early-20th-century market. As the rise of containerization led to ever larger ships, fixed costs grew. This increased carriers' incentives to fill empty space on ships, even at steep discounts, because at least they would lose less money than if the space were unsold. Still, profits fell, and carriers turned to waves of mergers made possible by the federal government's simultaneous retreat from antitrust enforcement. In the seven years after President Ronald Reagan signed the Shipping Act of 1984, seven major carriers were snapped up by the competition, compared with just one during the entire period from 1966 to 1983.

American-flag carriers, which had higher costs than foreign counterparts, were particularly hurt by the rate wars, especially after the Reagan administration withdrew subsidies that had helped U.S. carriers defray the costs of paying crews livable wages. Foreign corporations acquired American President Lines and SeaLand, the two largest U.S. carriers at the time, in 1997 and 1999 respectively, leaving the United States with no globally competitive ocean carriers. Meanwhile, shipyards in Asia began to enjoy massive government subsidies.

From the April 1943 issue: We build ships

The consequences were nearly identical to the pattern in the early 1900s. Shipbuilding all but disappeared in the United States. Today, the U.S. produces five or fewer large commercial vessels a year, and shipyards almost exclusively rely on naval contracts. Worse, at a time of escalating tensions with China, the United States has virtually no surge capacity to build naval or sealift ships. In fact, China builds all the commercial ships that the U.S. government contracts to provide military support.

A bipartisan bill in Congress and a recent executive order seek to address the problem. The plans aim to levy tariffs on Chinese-owned ships and create new tax incentives to spur investment in shipyards, among other provisions. These ideas, though helpful, are too simplistic and small-bore. The central problem is not just inadequate investment or insufficient tariffs. It is the abandonment of a system of regulated competition that structures the industry to meet public purposes.

Restoring a robust version of that system would revive the government's ability to direct cartels to operate in the public interest. Carriers would be required to offer all shippers, big and small, similar prices and terms of service. This would ensure that market competition focuses on who provides the best products at the best prices instead of who enjoys the favor of a handful of foreign cartels. Government regulation of carriers would prevent them from excessively raising prices in times of tight capacity and engaging in ruinous price wars during times of slackening demand. Combined with robust public investment in shipping, shipbuilding, port services, and mariner training, this system would re-create the market rules we once used to address the challenge of unregulated monopolies in ocean shipping. A new era of American maritime greatness is possible.
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The People Who Clean the Ears of Lincoln (And Other Statues)

A collection of images of the varied workers and techniques used to maintain some of the world's largest and most prominent statues and monuments.

by Alan Taylor


National Parks Service worker James Hudson uses a cloth-wrapped pole to clean the ear of the statue at the Lincoln Memorial in 1987. (Bettmann / Getty)




Maintenance workers clean a statue in Central Park, in New York City, in 2016. (Gary Hershorn / Getty)




A municipal worker scrubs a statue of the Soviet state founder Vladimir Lenin in Saint Petersburg, Russia, in 2023. (Anton Vaganov / Reuters)




A crew carries out the annual cleaning of the 120-meter-tall Ushiku Daibutsu Great Buddha statue in Ushiku, Japan, in 2022. (Kyodo / Reuters)




Nelson's Column, in London's Trafalgar Square, gets a spring cleaning in 1987. (Keystone / Getty)




A statue of the late musician Luke Kelly in Dublin's city center is cleaned after it had been defaced overnight in 2020. (Brian Lawless / PA Images / Reuters)




The model maker Helga Mueller works to restore a model of the Statue of Liberty, seen behind a model of the U.S. Capitol Building, at Miniwelt (Miniworld) in Lichtenstein, Germany, in 2015. (Jens Meyer / AP)




The restorer Eleonora Pucci cleans Michelangelo's David using a backpack vacuum and a synthetic-fiber brush at the Galleria dell'Accademia, in Florence, Italy, in 2024. (Tiziana Fabi / AFP / Getty)




A worker cleans the statue of the spaceflight pioneer Yuri Gagarin before Cosmonauts Day in Moscow in 2023. (Maxim Marmur / AP)




Workmen clean the immense statue of two horses pulling a quadriga atop Wellington Arch, at London's Hyde Park Corner, in 1939. (Harry Todd / Fox Photos / Getty)




Cleaners spray the 37-meter-tall Merlion statue on the resort island of Sentosa, in Singapore, in 2015. (Edgar Su / Reuters)




A worker cleans a Buddha statue in preparation for Lunar New Year celebrations at Satya Buddha Temple in Medan, North Sumatra, Indonesia, in 2023. (Binsar Bakkara / AP)
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The Pedestrians Who Abetted a Hawk's Deadly Attack

A zoologist observed a Cooper's hawk using a crosswalk signal as a cue to ambush its prey.

by Katherine J. Wu




In November of 2021, Vladimir Dinets was driving his daughter to school when he first noticed a hawk using a pedestrian crosswalk.



The bird--a young Cooper's hawk, to be exact--wasn't using the crosswalk, in the sense of treading on the painted white stripes to reach the other side of the road in West Orange, New Jersey. But it was using the crosswalk--more specifically, the pedestrian-crossing signal that people activate to keep traffic out of said crosswalk--to ambush prey.



The crossing signal--a loud, rhythmic click audible from at least half a block away--was more of a pre-attack cue, or so the hawk had realized, Dinets, a zoologist now at the University of Tennessee at Knoxville, told me. On weekday mornings, when pedestrians would activate the signal during rush hour, roughly 10 cars would usually be backed up down a side street. This jam turned out to be the perfect cover for a stealth attack: Once the cars had assembled, the bird would swoop down from its perch in a nearby tree, fly low to the ground along the line of vehicles, then veer abruptly into a residential yard, where a small flock of sparrows, doves, and starlings would often gather to eat crumbs--blissfully unaware of their impending doom.



The hawk had masterminded a strategy, Dinets told me: To pull off the attacks, the bird had to create a mental map of the neighborhood--and, maybe even more important, understand that the rhythmic ticktock of the crossing signal would prompt a pileup of cars long enough to facilitate its assaults. The hawk, in other words, appears to have learned to interpret a traffic signal and take advantage of it, in its quest to hunt. Which is, with all due respect, more impressive than how most humans use a pedestrian crosswalk.



Cooper's hawks are known for their speedy sneak attacks in the wild, Janet Ng, a senior wildlife biologist with Environment and Climate Change Canada, told me. Zipping alongside bushes and branches for cover, they'll conceal themselves from prey until the very last moment of a planned ambush. "They're really fantastic hunters that way," Ng said. Those skills apparently translate fairly easily into urban environments, where Cooper's hawks flit amid trees and concrete landscapes, stalking city pigeons and doves.



That sort of urban buffet seems to have been a major incentive for this particular Cooper's hawk, Dinets, who published his observations of the bird in Frontiers in Ethology, told me. One of the (human) families in the neighborhood regularly dined outdoors in the evening, leaving a scattering of food scraps on their front lawn that would routinely attract a group of small birds the next morning. But the hawk needed perfect conditions to successfully dive-bomb that flock: enough cover, from a long-enough line of cars, to attack unseen. That scenario would play out only on weekday mornings, when both foot and car traffic were heavy enough that the crosswalk signal would stall lines of cars down the streets.



Over several months, Dinets noticed that the bird seemed to have figured out this complex system of ifs, ands, or buts. The hawk appeared only when the necessary degree of congestion was possible. And only after the pedestrian-crossing signal was activated would it ready itself for an attack--perching in a nearby tree to wait for the backlog of cars that it knew would soon manifest. Then, only after the queue stretched long enough to totally conceal its path, the bird would head toward its prey.



The crosswalk signal seems to have been key to this plan: The hawk could predict with startling accuracy how well cloaked it would be--and, thus, the success of its attack. "The hawk understood the connection," Dinets told me. That's hard to prove without experimentation, beyond Dinets's observation of this single bird--but that this hawk figured out the chain reaction that this signal could set off, under weekday-morning conditions, is definitely plausible, several researchers told me.



Plenty of animals, including other types of birds, have proved themselves savvy in human environments. Pigeons, for instance, wait for humans to turn on drinking fountains, then sip the water. Ng has spoken with farmers and ranchers in Alberta and Saskatchewan who have seen hawks use the sounds of gunshots during gopher hunts as a cue that a feast is impending. And crows have been spotted dropping hard-shelled nuts into roads so that cars will crack them open.



Still, Ng, who wasn't involved in the observations, told me that this hawk's feat is impressive, even if no other bird ever replicates it. The hawk clued into a human signal, in a human system, that was multiple steps removed from its target. Managing these attacks required a degree of foresight, a mental map of the neighborhood, even a sense of a human week's rhythm--understanding, for instance, the difference between weekday rush hours and weekend lulls.



The bird also appears to have picked up on all of this relatively quickly: Many Cooper's hawks spotted in cities come to urban areas only for the winter, which hints that this one may have conjured its plan of attack as a recent immigrant to the area. Generally speaking, the faster a creature learns something new, the more cognitively adept it is likely to be, Joshua Plotnik, a comparative-cognition expert at Hunter College, told me. And this hawk managed all that as a juvenile, Ng pointed out--still in the first couple of years of its life, when most Cooper's hawks "are just not good at hunting yet." A common cause for mortality at this age, she said, is starvation.



But maybe the most endearing part of this hawk's tale is the idea that it took advantage of a crosswalk signal at all--an environmental cue that, under most circumstances, is totally useless to birds and perhaps a nuisance. To see any animal blur the line between what we consider the human and non-human spheres is eerie, but also humbling: Most other creatures, Plotnik said, are simply more flexible than we'd ever think.
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The President's Pattern of Impatience

Trump's short attention span is a threat to his own agenda as well as to the constitutional order.

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.


During Donald Trump's first stint as president, the political scientist Daniel Drezner maintained a very long thread on the site formerly known as Twitter. Each entry had the same text--"I'll believe that Trump is growing into the presidency when his staff stops talking about him like a toddler"--followed by the latest example.

Trump's second term has been similar to his first, just ratcheted up a notch, and his childlike impatience is Exhibit A. The president has a very short attention span, gets frustrated when things don't work quickly, and tends to demand fast changes in policy. When Russia's Vladimir Putin is not willing to end the war in Ukraine in 24 hours, rebel groups aren't quickly cowed by air strikes, or trade wars do not prove so easy to win, Trump gets bored and restless. Then he tries to shake things up with ill-tempered social-media posts, broadsides at policy makers, or premature declarations of victory.

During his first term, some of Trump's advisers worked to moderate those impulses. That meant he got sick of them quickly and cycled through them, but it did slow the speed with which he changed positions. Now that there are fewer of the proverbial adults in the room--whoops, there's that infantilizing language again--Trump's impatience has become a central thread for understanding his administration.

In the case of the war in Ukraine, for instance, Trump's unrealistic expectations led to him blowing up at President Volodymyr Zelensky in an Oval Office meeting. Earlier this month, he posted that he was "starting to doubt that Ukraine will make a deal with Putin," who had suggested peace talks in Turkey. "Ukraine should agree to this, IMMEDIATELY," Trump wrote, as though a yearslong conflict could and should be resolved so abruptly. Zelensky took understandable umbrage at the Oval Office ambush, but he seems to have realized that by adopting a more conciliatory tone, he can underscore Putin's intransigence. Now, as my colleague Tom Nichols wrote yesterday, Trump is raging against Putin, who has been entirely focused on dragging out a war of attrition. That may sap Ukraine's resources, but it also saps Trump's patience.

A more patient president would pose less threat to the constitutional order. Some of Trump's most notable collisions with the law and courts are less a product of him wanting powers that he doesn't have than about him wanting things to happen faster than his powers allow. The president has a great deal of leeway to enforce immigration laws, but he is unwilling to wait while people exercise their right to due process, so instead he tries to just erase that right.

Trump could lay off many federal workers using the legally prescribed Reductions in Force procedure; instead, he and Elon Musk have attempted to fire workers abruptly, with the result that judges keep blocking the administration. Similarly, Trump could try to get Congress to close the Education Department or rescind funding for NPR, especially given the sway Trump holds over Republicans in both the House and the Senate. Instead, he has tried to do those things by executive fiat. Last week, a judge blocked his effort to shut down the department, and this week, NPR sued the administration over the attempt to slash funding, arguing that only Congress can claw back funds it has appropriated. (Politico reported today that the administration is finally planning to ask Congress to bless spending cuts made by Musk's U.S. DOGE Service.)

As these examples show, impatience is also a threat to Trump's own agenda. This is especially apparent in the case of trade. Although Trump has been a fan of protectionism since the 1980s and has been the president on and off since 2017, he still hasn't taken the time to think through a plan for actually implementing tariffs.

Consider the baffling path of trade policy toward the European Union over the past week. On Friday, Trump abruptly declared that he would "recommend" 50 percent tariffs on the EU. "I'm not looking for a deal," he said later that day. "We've set the deal--it's at 50 percent." On Sunday, he said that he was delaying the tariffs until July 9. He now says that both sides have agreed to trade talks. This kind of unpredictability certainly got attention from EU officials, but the strategy that brings them to the table is unlikely to make them very trusting of Trump's good faith as a negotiator.

And why would they believe him? They've seen the pattern of his impatience. Trump has threatened, levied, suspended, and re-levied tariffs on Canada and Mexico, and threatened more tariffs on China. This vacillation has earned lots of headlines and induced lots of foreign officials to try to make nice with Washington, but it hasn't produced much in the way of actual trade agreements. Earlier this month, the White House trumpeted a "historic trade win for the United States," which actually amounted simply to the U.S. backing down from enormous tariffs on China, and China canceling its retaliatory measures.

Trump's impatience makes him not only an unreliable negotiator; it makes him a weak one. When he spoke with U.K. Prime Minister Keir Starmer earlier this month, Trump was desperate to notch a win, having already claimed without any evidence to have struck 200 trade deals (more than the number of countries the U.S. recognizes in the world). The result was an extremely vague "preliminary" agreement that gave Britain relief from Trump's tariffs without resolving many of the concrete trade questions between the two nations.

The White House dutifully boasted that this was a "historic trade deal." The president may no longer have aides who speak about him in the press like he's an exasperating child, but his approach hasn't matured at all.

Related:

	Trump is tired of courts telling him he's breaking the law.
 	The visionary of Trump 2.0






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	David Frum: The Trump presidency's world-historical heist
 	How America lost control of the seas
 	The administration takes a hatchet to the NSC.




Today's News

	Elon Musk said that President Donald Trump's tax bill would increase the federal deficit and that it "undermines the work" of his Department of Government Efficiency.
 	Trump pardoned the reality-TV stars Todd and Julie Chrisley, who have served more than two years in prison for tax evasion and bank fraud.
 	Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said that Mohammed Sinwar, Hamas's Gaza chief, has been killed in an Israeli air strike.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: George Marks / Getty.



How a Recession Might Tank American Romance

By Faith Hill

Even in this country's darkest economic times, romance has offered a little light. In the 1930s, more jobs opened up for single women; with money of their own, more could move away from family, providing newfound freedom to date, Joanna Scutts, a historian and writer, told me. Nearly a century later, a 2009 New York Times article cited online-dating companies, matchmakers, and dating-event organizers reporting a spike in interest after the 2008 financial crash. One dating-site executive claimed a similar surge had happened in 2001, during a previous economic recession. "When you're not sure what's coming at you," Pepper Schwartz, a University of Washington sociologist then working for PerfectMatch.com, told the Times, "love seems all the more important."
 Now, once again, people aren't sure what's coming at them.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	A reality check for tech oligarchs
 	Trump's campaign to scare off foreign students
 	The David Frum Show: J. D. Vance's bargain with the devil




Culture Break


Bettmann / Getty



Take a look. These photos show the people who clean the ears of Abraham Lincoln (and other statues).

Watch. Friendship (out now in theaters) captures a "friend breakup" and the lengths to which one man will go to get his bro back, Shirley Li 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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Trump's Campaign to Scare Off Foreign Students

The administration's recent crackdown could have a powerful deterrent effect.

by Rose Horowitch




During last year's presidential campaign, Donald Trump endorsed a novel idea: Foreign students who graduated from college in the United States would automatically get a green card, instead of having to scramble for a new visa or leave the country entirely. "They go back to India; they go back to China," he told the tech-plutocrat hosts of the All-In Podcast in June. He lamented the loss of students who "become multibillionaires employing thousands and thousands of people," and declared, "It's so sad when we lose people from Harvard, MIT, from the greatest schools."

But now that he's back in power, Trump seems determined to scare foreign students away from enrolling in American universities in the first place. Yesterday, Politico reported that the State Department had instructed embassies and consulates to hold off on scheduling new student interviews while the administration considers expanding the vetting of prospective students' social-media accounts, likely for perceived anti-Semitic or pro-terrorist posts.

Would-be foreign students are likely to notice a wider pattern: In March, plainclothes officers arrested Rumeysa Ozturk, a Tufts University graduate student, and detained her in Louisiana for more than six weeks, apparently because the government had construed a pro-Palestinian op-ed that she had co-authored as "activities in support of Hamas." Since Trump retook office, the government has quietly terminated about 4,700 foreign students' ability to study the U.S. Last week, the administration announced that it had revoked Harvard's ability to enroll any international students.

Nicole Hallett, a University of Chicago law professor, cast the administration's recent strategy as a major shift in American immigration policy, which previously welcomed foreign students. "In past administrations, there has been an attempt to go after undocumented immigrants and people with serious criminal convictions," Hallett told me. "What we're seeing here is an attempt to target groups of noncitizens that previously, I think, considered themselves to be fairly safe from immigration enforcement."

Read: The end of college life

The administration has broadly connected foreign students with pro-Palestinian protests and the harassment of Jewish students on university campuses. Secretary of State Marco Rubio has said that the administration will not grant visas to students who want to participate in movements "doing things like vandalizing universities, harassing students, taking over buildings, creating a ruckus." In a letter to Harvard, which draws 27 percent of its student body from overseas, Education Secretary Linda McMahon said the school "has invited foreign students, who engage in violent behavior and show contempt for the United States of America, to its campus."

The administration is demanding that Harvard provide information about international students' coursework, disciplinary records, illegal activities, and history of participating in protests. The school says it has provided the information required by law--a response that the administration deems incomplete. Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem declared in a letter that the university had refused to adequately answer questions about its international students "while perpetuating an unsafe campus environment that is hostile to Jewish students, promotes pro-Hamas sympathies, and employs racist 'diversity, equity, and inclusion' policies."

Harvard's experience is a cautionary tale for foreign students considering other schools, especially because Trump has said that other universities could face similar scrutiny. The State Department's latest move could have more immediate effects at institutions across the country. An estimated 1.1 million foreign students are enrolled in the United States. Closely vetting the social-media accounts of the hundreds of thousands of foreigners who apply for student visas every year will be time-consuming. As the Ozturk case suggests, the government's grounds for revoking student visas may be opaque and expansive, ensnaring not only terrorism supporters but also students with a mere political disagreement with the administration.

The thousands of students who have lost permission to be in the U.S. appear to have been targeted for having had contact with law enforcement. But many had been charged with only minor offenses--including underage drinking, overfishing, or violating traffic laws. (Some of the affected students told reporters they were unsure what had triggered the action.)

After facing more than 100 legal challenges from such students--and setbacks in dozens of those cases--the administration said that it would temporarily restore students' legal status while it developed a new framework for visa cancellations. Trump faces other obstacles in the court system: A judge temporarily blocked the administration's move to revoke Harvard's ability to host international students.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: Trump's Harvard whiplash

But even if universities and foreign students challenging Trump's policies ultimately prevail in court, his recent campaign could nevertheless have a powerful deterrent effect. It is bound to unsettle one of America's most successful export industries--selling undergraduate and graduate degrees to intelligent foreigners--and disrupt the considerable scientific and technological research that overseas students enable at major universities. In the 2023-24 academic year, international students contributed almost $44 billion to the U.S. economy. They supported 378,000 American jobs. And they founded companies; about a quarter of the billion-dollar start-ups in America were founded by someone who came to the United States as an international student. "The smartest people in the world voluntarily move to the United States," Kevin Carey, vice president of education and work at New America, told me. "Many of them stay on and live here, start companies, do all these things that we want. It all starts with student visas. If you cut that off, they'll go somewhere else."

Yet that outcome fits neatly into Trump's "America First" ethos while helping the administration hurt elite universities. Vice President J. D. Vance said in an interview with Fox News that international students are "bad for the American dream for a lot of kids who want to go to a nice university and can't because their spot was taken by a foreign student." Trump himself told reporters that Harvard had too many foreign students "because we have Americans that want to go there."

Cutting off the flow of foreign students would financially hobble higher education. Many universities rely on wealthy international students to pay full freight and subsidize the cost of educating American students. But if the Trump administration is bent on limiting the number of foreign students who study in the United States, it has many tools at its disposal to accomplish this. It could simply reject more individual students' visa applications, an approach that would be difficult to challenge in court because of the deference that consular decisions generally receive. "People applying for visas are in a kind of Constitution-free zone," Daniel Kanstroom, a Boston College law professor, told me.

In a telling shift, Harvard, which typically expects admitted students to turn down other schools when accepting its offer, will now allow international students to accept a second offer of admission from a university overseas, in case their U.S. visa falls through.

The outcome of the president's strategy seems clear: fewer foreign students in America. As Trump understood last year, this will come at a considerable cost to the country.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/05/foreign-students-trump/682955/?utm_source=feed
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On this episode of The David Frum Show, David opens with a Memorial Day message about corruption and extortion in the Trump White House, including revelations about meme-coin pay-to-play schemes and foreign-financed golf courses.

Then David is joined by his Atlantic colleague George Packer to discuss Packer's new profile of Vice President J. D. Vance. They examine Vance's sharp political turn from thoughtful memoirist to contemptuous shape-shifter, and debate whether Vance believes what he says or just knows what power demands.

David closes the episode with a reflection on Edward Luce's new biography of Zbigniew Brzezinski and what Brzezinski's legacy says about American power today.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 8 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be George Packer, an Atlantic colleague and author of an incisive new profile of Vice President J. D. Vance, "The Talented Mr. Vance."

At the end of the program, I'm going to discuss a little bit--I have some thoughts about an important new book, a biography of former National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski by Ed Luce, a columnist for the Financial Times.

But first, let me offer some thoughts on the week just passed. I record this discussion on Memorial Day 2025, the day when Americans honor those who have served America to the utmost of human capability by laying down their lives for their country. It seems a fitting occasion to try to address the monstrous display of self-service we have seen in the past days from the Trump administration, this staggeringly corrupt administration--not just the most corrupt administration in American history, but one of the most corrupt administrations in any democratic country ever.

Two things just from the week's docket. This past week, President Trump hosted a dinner for more than 200 people who were invited to dinner with the president of the United States because they had purchased souvenir meme coins directly from his company. They paid millions of dollars. Many of them were foreign nationals. We don't know their names, because those have not been disclosed, but they directly bought access to the president of the United States by putting money into the hands of his own company in exchange, really, for nothing because these are just souvenir meme coins. They're not worth anything. And everyone who's invested in them has lost money because they devalue once you've had your access to the president. Maybe you're investing in the hope of continued future access to the president, but they have no function, no purpose, no value. They're just ways for people who want access to buy it, and buy it directly from the president himself and his family and his companies.

The same week, The New York Times obtained a copy of a letter from inside the Vietnamese government explaining why they were bending their own laws to make possible a golf course--a Trump golf course--in Vietnam, which the Vietnamese government is largely financing, and for which it's providing land and other services. The letter explained that the golf-course project was, quote, "receiving special attention from the Trump administration and President Trump personally."

Since Donald Trump became president, billions of dollars have flowed from Americans and from people worldwide into his pocket--billions of dollars. And the largest share of those billions of dollars has been from his meme-coin business. Some estimate that the president has more than doubled his net worth just since January, all because of these direct payments to him and, of course, these golf courses that he's opening in the Persian Gulf and in Vietnam, often financed by the host governments looking to achieve Donald Trump's failure. Sorry--looking to achieve his favor. The projects may be failures, but the favor is real.

Now, some trying to explain what is happening invoke comparisons from American history: Watergate; Teapot Dome, a great scandal of the 1920s; if you're very historically minded, you may mention the scandals around the Ulysses Grant administration. But all of that falls so far short of the truth, as to create and enter this world of mind-bending alternatives. Donald Trump's corruption cannot be compared to anything in American history.

I have an article this week in The Atlantic that goes into some of the details, but just to refresh memory: In the Watergate scandal, President Nixon was trying to place bugs or get some information from inside the headquarters of the Democratic National Committee. He used campaign funds to hire burglars to break into the premises and do their mischief. And then when they were caught, he organized further government funds and--sorry; not government funds, further campaign funds--to try to buy the burglars' silence and to use government power to cover it up.

It's a big, big, serious scandal. But Nixon was not doing any of this to enrich himself. He was doing it to compete and win in a presidential election in a way that was beyond the rules. That was illegal but was not motivated by his personal appetite for wealth and position. Teapot Dome, which was a scandal in the 1920s, involved people in the Harding administration--not President Harding himself--accepting bribes to open government oil reserves to private exploration. And the Grant administration was riddled with all kinds of scandals: people cheating on excise taxes on whiskey, speculating on gold and silver and paper money.

But again, President Grant, although he was protective of the people in his administration who did these wrong things, he himself was completely uncontaminated, as was, as far as anybody knows, President Harding in Teapot Dome. Nixon was contaminated, but he was not taking money. He was using campaign funds to support his reelection in a dishonest and illegal way.

What is happening with Donald Trump cannot be compared. The scale of the self-enrichment--billions of dollars flowing to the president and his family, not just from American donors, which would be shocking enough, but from people all over the world--this can't be compared to anything in American history. It's more like something from a post-Soviet republic or a post-colonial African state. It is a scale--in terms of the money being diverted to the president, it's on a scale as big as anything the world has seen in the modern era.

You might call it bribery. Except there's something about the word bribery that conjures up the image that the bribe taker is kind of passive: A bribe taker is in office doing some function, and then there's a rap on the bribe taker's door, and there's the briber offering a bribe to pervert the bribe taker from the bribe taker's proper, official duty.

What's going on in the Trump administration is not so passive as that. It looks like Donald Trump is taking the initiative. The Vietnamese were not urging the Trump family, Please, please, please accept a golf course from us. Donald Trump was squeezing them, as they wrote in writing, in a letter published by The New York Times--Donald Trump was squeezing them--to approve his golf course. It wasn't someone else who said to Donald Trump, Here. Please, take our money. He invented the meme coin--or he and his confederates invented the meme coin--that offered a way for people to seek his favor.

And to back all of this up, at the same time as he was selling these meme coins, his administration has undertaken a series of arbitrary and punitive executive actions that threaten people, If you don't get in my good graces, bad things will happen to you. As a law firm, you will be punished in various ways unless you submit to me. As a private university, you'll be subject to personal reactions that we'll single out a university, and we will say you can't have foreign visa holders. He has attacked other kinds of businesses and institutions. He's got this whole tariff schedule that allows him to retaliate against businesses that incur his disfavor. There's one tariff for Apple. There's a different tariff for other people. There's one tariff for businesses in one set of countries, different tariffs in other countries. And the tariffs, of course, can be laid on and alleviated, laid on again, and alleviated according to his personal whim.

This isn't bribery. This is extortion. This isn't centering the bribe taker as the target of someone else's action, but as actually the architect and author of the scheme. And what we're seeing here is extortion on a kind of scale, again, unlike anything in American history: billions of dollars from people who are seeking favor, seeking to protect themselves from disfavor, and finding ways--not finding ways, being offered by the president and his family ways to buy the favor of the president and his family.

If the president likes you--if you're a candidate for mayor of New York and the president likes you--you get pardoned for your crimes. If you're a candidate for the mayor of New York and the president doesn't like you, he opens an investigation into you. As the president of South Africa said when Donald Trump was lecturing him, "I wish I had a plane to give you." Because, of course, if you give the president a plane, there's no limit to what you can get.

It's hard for Americans to wrap their minds around the idea that this country is not an example to others--a positive example--that its institutions are not somehow robust, that everything won't be all right. But what we are watching here is an attack on all of those foundational premises of American life. This is a scene not out of American history; it is an orgy of extortion and corruption unlike anything I've ever seen before in this country, and only comparable to things seen in the countries of the world that Donald Trump once called "shitholes." Why are shithole country shitholes? Not because they're poor, but because the authorities are not responsive to the people. The authorities are perverted from their duty and use that perversion as an opportunity for self-enrichment and aggression to the detriment of their own societies.

It's on this day when we ought to honor everything that is good, we ought, also, to hold the measure in our minds of what is happening that is wrong, and not accept easy excuses and not shrug it off and not allow ourselves to find some kind of consolation, that maybe there's something in the 1870s that is like this. There is nothing in American history that is like this, ever. And if we absorb that knowledge and if we feel it, and if we feel the proper shame and anger, only then will we be in position to take the corrective action that your national duty calls upon you. So much was asked from others on this Memorial Day. That's what's asked from you on this Memorial Day.

And now my dialogue with George Packer. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: I'm so glad and grateful to welcome my old, dear friend George Packer to The David Frum Show. George is a writer who braves the darkest and most dangerous places, beginning with his observations as a Peace Corps volunteer in West Africa in the 1980s. His book The Assassins' Gate is a wise, humane, and chastened account of the American experience in Iraq.

It was followed by The Unwinding, which told the story of the Great Recession and its aftermath, jump cutting from the lives of the casualties of the Great Recession to the men and women in the halls of power. George's biography of Richard Holbrooke, Our Man, is a subtle, often hilarious, study of great power in the hands of not necessarily quite so great power holders.

I've known George since the fall of 1978, when he was the bright, shining star of a freshman seminar at Yale University. I'm proud and grateful now to call him a colleague at The Atlantic. We will discuss today his most recent piece for The Atlantic, a profile of Vice President J. D. Vance, "The Talented Mr. Vance."

George, welcome to the program.

George Packer: David, it's great to be with you, and I'm thrilled that you've got a show of your own, which you've sort of been preparing for all the years I've known you.

Frum: Thank you. Let me test a thesis on you. Donald Trump is, perhaps, not that interesting a human being. I mean, obviously, it's a hugely consequential presidency, shocking in its effects on the United States and the world. And understanding why Donald Trump is doing what he's doing, that's important and necessary. But as a person, there doesn't seem to be much in there. He's like some beast, some crocodile: He eats. He dominates. He hurts. He's an adaptive predator, but his interior story is not that interesting.

Great villains require more of a backstory, more interiority, more rise and fall. And--let me keep testing this--J. D. Vance has that backstory. You know, the greatest of all literary villains is John Milton's Lucifer, who starts as the brightest of the angels and then has the steepest fall. Maybe there's something kind of Luciferian about J. D. Vance. I mean, he's someone--we know this from his own words--that he knows the difference between right and wrong. He saw Donald Trump as wrong. He became one of the most eloquent critics of the wrongness of Donald Trump. And then when opportunity beckoned, he chose wrong. He chose wrong, fully knowing what he was doing, aware of its consequences. He took a long time. He brooded over the decision, and then he made the choice. It's epic. It's literary. It's Luciferian. And it's more interesting than the crocodile that simply bites children and drags them under the Nile and drowns them for fun.

Packer: Lucifer's strong, David. That's a tough one to embrace. But I was with you most of the way, and here's why: You're right about Trump--completely right. Crocodile is the perfect analogy, and Vance is a far more interesting creature because of his life story. He came from nowhere and from a lot of deprivation and abuse. Because of his talent, because he's thrived in so many different environments--whether it was the Marine Corps in Iraq, or Yale Law School, or the world of Silicon Valley investors, or the world of the far-right MAGA politics--he's risen through all of those.

And so he is sensitive. He is empathetic. He is capable of self-criticism and self-reflection. Just pick up Hillbilly Elegy and open it anywhere, and you find this voice of someone who you want to talk to and who perhaps could have been a writer, because of that ability to think about himself and the world in ways that are surprising, complex, and, above all, honest. There's none of that skimming and shining the surface a little bit that so many public figures do when they write a book.

He was not a public figure when he wrote it, a bit like Barack Obama with Dreams From My Father. He was not a public figure when he wrote that, and it's a far better book than anything Obama has written since then. And I don't expect J. D. Vance to write a better book than Hillbilly Elegy at this point.

Where I might disagree, or at least question, the Lucifer thesis a bit is: I am not certain that he knows that he chose wrong. I'm not sure about that. I think he convinced himself, because it's very hard to live with yourself if you know you've chosen wrong. Just day after day, it's hard to live with yourself. I think he convinced himself sometime after 2016--when Hillbilly Elegy became a sensation and Trump won the presidency, he convinced himself--that what his people, the working-class people, especially the white working-class people of the Rust Belt, needed was Trump's policies. And from there, it was another step to Trump's manner, to Trump's rhetoric, to Trump's whole thing.

And so I think at some point, he decided, Those Yale Law School people, those FrumForum people, those moderate conservatives have no real interest in my people. And in fact, their policies have hurt them, and so I'm going to go all in with Trump. It just so happened that that coincided with the path to power because it was the only way a Republican was going to rise at that point, was to go along with Trump. So I think he persuaded himself he was doing the right thing, even though he was so blatantly betraying just about everything that he had written in Hillbilly Elegy.

Frum: You allude to my own personal history with J. D. Vance in our days together from FrumForum, a website I ran from 2009 to 2012. But before I get to that, let me just pick up on your answer with a reference to the title of your story. The story is called "The Talented Mr. Vance," which is a reference to a novel, The Talented Mr. Ripley, about a sociopathic killer who has no interior life at all, who simply adapts himself, sequentially becoming one person after another with nothing on the inside. That play on words in the title, is that supposed to tell us your idea about who J. D. Vance is?

Packer: Again, I can't read the book--and even more than that, listen to him talk about the book as he did a lot back in 2016, 2017--without feeling that there is a thoughtful, decent, reflective man inside this sort of unformed, not-quite-there 30-year-old who had suddenly jumped onto the scene. I can't help thinking that he was not a hollow man, that he had gifts--not just the gifts of rhetoric and intellect and appetite for power, which clearly he has and had--but gifts of thought and moral reasoning. And so in that sense, even though that title was very clever--wasn't mine, but I salute whoever came up with it as having put a clever title on the piece, because there is something about Vance that makes you think, Is there anyone there? He seems able to move from A to Z without blinking.

Nonetheless, I think maybe compared to the original, there's more there. And that, too, makes him interesting. And I think you mentioned this, maybe--I don't know: There's a Nixonian comparison to be made. There's a comparison to a man who came out of nowhere with a very rough upbringing and a grievance, a sense of having been wronged, who had tremendous talent and intellect, and could have risen to greatness, and then also chose wrong. So of all the figures from our lives, David, that I would analogize him to, it would be Nixon.

Frum: George, your reference to J. D. Vance and his attitude toward "my people" summons to mind a story. I didn't spend a lot of time close-up to President Obama, but I had one occasion to have a close-up view of him when he came as near to losing his cool as I can imagine Barack Obama ever came. We were in a group of writers, and one of the writers arraigned President Obama for not doing enough for Black America. And Obama, he just seemed to tighten up, and he explained, I'm not president of Black America. I'm president of all of America. And he said, in fact, They're all my people. And that's the attitude we hope to see from the leaders of the nation: however the route you took to power, that when you get there, you get this wider view. That doesn't seem to have happened to Vance at all.

Packer: Vance does not see himself as the vice president of all Americans, and he behaves as if he's the vice president of MAGA and of, quote, "his people."

But "his people" is--I think it's become a very instrumental term for him because anything can be justified in the name of the mistreated working class of America, any policy, any lie--for example, the lie about Haitian immigrants eating cats and dogs in Springfield, Ohio. He was called out on that because he had to admit that he had made up the story, or the story had been made up and he had amplified it. But when he was called out, he said, I'll do anything to get the media to pay attention to the suffering of--he didn't put it this way, but--my people. In other words, I can lie. I can justify cutting off aid to Ukraine and anything else you'd like, in the name of where I come from.

It reminds me of his speech at the Republican convention, where he made a point--something I've never heard an American politician at that level say--which was: We're really not so much about ideas, or not only about ideas. The great principles of the founding documents were about a home and a place you're willing to defend. And he began to talk about the cemetery in eastern Kentucky where his ancestors are buried, and where he hopes to be buried, and he hopes his kids will be buried. It was a little bit of a disturbing image to me. That's America. So, It's soil. In fact, it's blood and soil. And now we're nowhere near liberal democracy. We're in another place. And so I think however much he believes in that, that is where J. D. Vance has gone. And it makes him not the vice president of America, because to be the vice president of America, you have to believe that those ideas are vital and foundational and for all of us.

Instead, it's class war. And he once said, Everything makes sense when you realize that culture war is class war, meaning: All the culture-war issues that he has been using in the last few years to rise in power, he turns into class war against the elites and is therefore, in his own mind, justified in using them.

Frum: To what class does he think Peter Thiel and Elon Musk belong? Because he works for them as much or more than he works for anybody in Ohio.

Packer: Yeah, he has swapped one set of elites for another, and in that sense, there is a kind of "Talented Mr. Vance" quality because he had to be, in a sense, civilized by Yale Law School. And he writes about this quite candidly in Hillbilly Elegy, partly with the help of his then-girlfriend, now-wife, Usha. He had to learn the ways of the Ivy League. He had to learn how to use the silverware at a dinner party. He had to learn that when someone asks whether you want white wine, you then have to figure out which kind of white wine you want.

All of that took a toll, I think, but he did it brilliantly. Then he abandoned that elite, the meritocratic elite--the Ivy League elite--for a different elite. He swapped one for another. And as you say, David, the new elite that he's part of--and they are an elite--is the elite of the far right who are billionaire tech investors and entrepreneurs and media figures: Tucker Carlson, Elon Musk, Peter Thiel, Donald Trump Jr. Those are his patrons now. Those are his friends. And so it's a bit rich to say, Yeah, we're fighting on behalf of my people against the elites. 

Frum: Yeah. It's a funny construction of social class when you say that the real elite are people who say, I have read some books, not people who say, I have some billions of dollars.

One of the things that makes you the great writer that you are is your wide human sympathy, your ability to go into all kinds of situations and see people, both what they are and what they could be. And that's your genius as a writer. And my limit as a writer is that I don't have that, and I take just darker views of why people do the things they do.

So I was present at the creation of Hillbilly Elegy. I met J. D. Vance--I think it was maybe the summer before he started Yale Law School, or the summer after his first year at Yale Law School, and he began submitting articles to my website. We had lunch in Washington, D.C. I got to know him. He came to my house a few times, sometimes with his wife, sometimes not. And I wouldn't say we were exactly friends, but we were friendly. And I thought I knew him, and when the book was in the genesis stage, he originally sounded me out on: What did I think of the idea?

And the idea was, he wanted to do a book about practical solutions to the problems of poverty in white, rural America. And this is--the FrumForum website was very technocratic, very solutions oriented. I thought this was a fantastic idea. It's a fantastic idea, and I encouraged him and promoted it and urged him to go forward with it. Along the way, another of his mentors at the time, Amy Chua, said, This book would be even better if you wrote a short, personal introduction describing who you are and how you fit into all these solutions you're about to offer. And then this package fell into the hands of a genius editor, Eric Nelson, who's also the editor of my Trump books. And Eric said, Fine. Let's take those two pages. That's the book. Let's throw away all the rest, because no one's going to read that. 

And look--from a literary point of view, yes; from a commercial point of view, yes. But you know what, I think? I think he couldn't write the other book. I think he actually didn't have any ideas about what to do for Ohio and rural America, and that he went into the personal end into the story then with the grievances a minor theme, later to the grievances--because when you say, Okay, well how do we get them better internet? If we can't bring jobs to them anymore, maybe we should encourage, you know--find ways that the federal government can help people to move to where the jobs are. People--you know, as our colleague Yoni Applebaum [writes in] his new book out--people move less. But all the things using the mechanics of government and public-private investment to help people.

And he came to that point in the project and was just rendered mute because it wasn't the way his mind worked. It wasn't the way his nature was. It wasn't what he was interested in. And so he doesn't want to help his people; he just wants to use his people. Where his heart is--you know, he now claims to be a Christian and a Catholic. But as the holy book that he claims to believe in says, "Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also," and his treasure is with Elon Musk and Peter Thiel, not with the people back in Ohio.

Packer: Mm-hmm. Yeah. Well, I wasn't there at the creation, so I didn't have that that moment of revelation that you did when you realized, No, he actually can't write this book, whether it's because he doesn't have the answers or doesn't care enough about the answers, or there are no answers. It's a pretty compelling insight into him. I don't know. I honestly don't know.

As I said earlier, David, I think he thinks that tariffs; and mass deportation; and telling the Supreme Court, The Chief Justice has made his decision. Now let him enforce it; and deification, as he wants to put it, of the civil service; and all of the destructive (really, the nihilistic) policies that MAGA at least claims to be for--I think he really does believe that those are somehow in the interest of his people. Are they? I don't think so. In fact, I could go through each one of those and say why it's not going to work or it has nothing to do with his people.

And the proof of that is: well, look at the bill that is slowly limping its way through Congress. What does that bill have to do with the interests of the son or the daughter of a waitress and a laid-off steel worker? Almost nothing. It has a lot to do with the interests of Elon Musk. And J. D. Vance will say anything at this point to let Donald Trump know, I no longer think you're cultural heroin, as he wrote in The Atlantic. I no longer think you might be America's Hitler, as he wrote in a private message. I think you're the greatest president in history. He has to prove his loyalty every day in order to have a shot at the next level. Because all Trump cares about is loyalty, and even that, he doesn't care all that much about, because he'll certainly cast you aside if you're no longer useful to him.

And so he's going to go to bat for every one of these policies, and he's going to do it, in his own mind, in the name of his people because it gives him a sense, I think, of moral purpose, of political destiny. And his trajectory is--it's fascinating. As I wrote in my piece--and I'm getting a bit away, now, from what you just said, but--he has been there at every interesting moment of the American story in the past 25 years.

And in a sense, at every step that he has risen, America has declined a little more. His rise coincides with our decline, and in a way is an emblem of our decline. Because why does he say the things he does and has been saying since 2021 or 2020? Because that is what his political movement requires. It requires him not to be, as you said, vice president of all America. It requires him to actually be actively hostile to a lot of America, to target them, to speak ill of whole groups, large groups. So that's in a sense, in order to succeed in the political world, the culture we live in, he had to become the figure that he is. And whether or not there was anything authentic in that conversion, whether or not he is a deeply believing Catholic or has used Catholicism in a way to get bona fides with a certain kind of intellectual, conservative movement. I don't know. I just can't say.

Frum: Yeah, let me ask you one more. I mean, in the end, you say in the piece that what we pretend to be is what we become. And there are very few consistent phonies or self-conscious phonies because it's too hard. But to a point about who he is and how real it is, you wrote your own origin story, Blood of the Liberals--and it's a very powerful and beautiful book, and it's about the coming together of, among other things, two different lines of American life, your father's line and your mother's line. Very, very different stories of very different kinds of people, and they produce you. And probably almost every American can say the same thing. You know, On the one hand, I'm this. On the other hand, I'm that.

So when Vance gave that "blood and soil" speech about seven generations of Vances buried in this cemetery and, I hope my kids will be there, the little bell didn't ring. Well, that's true of one side of your children's life. But the other side is not seven generations of Americans. There's seven generations somewhere--everyone has seven generations somewhere--but they came here, they're new, and they're part of the American story too. And do you not honor your wife's place in the American story? And do you dishonor, therefore, half of your children's existence? That only one side of their family story deserves to be told?

And if writing the newcomer out of the American story is un-American, there's something even more strange, unfatherly, about writing your children's mother out of your children's life story.

Packer: Mm-hmm.

So there was a moment when his wife was introducing him at the convention, and she mentioned that she had taught him to make vegetarian Indian cuisine, and there was a sort of gasp or unsettled murmur in the crowd. That did not go over well with the delegates at the Republican convention.

What I've read and heard is that his children are being raised with both Catholic and Hindu traditions, that they were dressed in traditional Indian clothing when he went to India with his family and met with [Prime Minister Narendra] Modi, that, in other words, he hasn't written that out of the story. And he got married in two ceremonies: one Christian, one Hindu. So I don't know that he is unfatherly in that way. I wouldn't say that.

But I would say that we don't hear much about it, that a lot of what he says could be taken as a kind of an affront to that other side of his family and his children's family because he has nothing good to say about immigrants. Even legal immigrants, they're just not part of his vision of what makes America great. It's, What makes America great is the soil, the home, the willingness to defend the home, the ability to trace your home back a long, long way. And anyone else--including you and me, David, because we're coastal elites who despise, supposedly, the people buried in that cemetery--we are to be targeted as well. We are to be mocked and written out of the American story.

And so it's gotten narrower and narrower, that vision. Until now, it's about as narrow as a grave in an Appalachian cemetery. And it's chilling because, as you said earlier, very wisely, it should be growing with each rise to a new level of power. But that's not his America, and it may not be the America we're in right now, where a politician rises by having an embracing vision of the country.

Frum: Let me ask you one last question, then I'll lead the mic to you because I know you have some things you want to say.

Is it worthwhile, judging him at all? Are we going through a worthwhile exercise? And let me elaborate: There's a school of political science called functionalism that studies authoritarian regimes, including Nazi Germany but others too. It says it doesn't matter who these people were, what their backstory was. It only matters what they did, and the way we understand the regime they served is by looking at the regime's actions.

And one of the things I notice is--and there's a lot of chaos, of course, in the Trump administration. But as you watch who lost employment after the Signal scandal, who is being purged now from Pete Hegseth's chaotic Department of Defense, what's happening at the State Department, what's happening with the departure of a hundred professionals from the National Security Council--and each of these events has its own complex history and its own explanation, but--the net effect of them has been, as I see it, to disempower the more inherited Republican Party. And the test for that is support for Ukraine.

And [the effect is] to empower--I wouldn't call them the Vance faction, because they're not necessarily Vance's particular people, but they're--people who share his view and the Musk view and the Thiel view and the Tucker Carlson view of, America is just another predatory great power with no friends. And there are no moral constraints on American action. And by the way, if the president steals or extorts or takes bribes, that's not a problem from an American foreign-policy point of view. In fact, that's kind of a feature. That's a microcosm of the way the whole country is going to treat the rest of the world.

That's the way the administration is going. And, again, Vance doesn't exactly articulate it. I don't know that these are people who are loyal to him. I don't know how much personal say he has in saying, This person leaves the Defense Department, and this person comes in, but add it all up, and it's the administration becoming more Vance-like all the time.

And maybe the question of who he is and why he is doesn't matter very much. Maybe we just need to understand what he's doing and what is happening around him.

Packer: Well, I was interested in who he is, because I'm interested in human character, but I think if you simply are interested in the present and future of the country, of course, you're right. What matters is what they do and what they are willing to do.

That's the thing that frightens me about Vance, is not only what he's doing now--and perhaps he is having a hand in the purging of those internationalist Republicans who are the last of that dying breed in the Trump administration--but what he's willing to do, because he does seem willing to do or say a great deal that you would never have anticipated 10 years ago or even five years ago. And whether or not we should be judging him morally, he is constantly invoking morality in what he does and invoking his Catholicism in what he does.

He was in Rome just twice in the last few weeks, the first time as the last foreign leader to see Pope Francis before he died and then one of the first foreign leaders to sit down with Pope Leo. So there's a kind of moral story that he wants to tell, which is the story of the return of the oppressed. And those oppressed are not just any oppressed--they're his oppressed. But [it's] to justify, as I said earlier, almost any policy, any cruelty, any violation of, whether it's the Constitution, the law, or just decency, including sending, first, noncitizens and then possibly citizens to foreign gulags. So that's all of that somehow in the name of making this class of Americans the center of our life.

Again, once you've decided that that's your mission, then there really isn't much of a limit, because you have a moral justification in your own mind. And I do think the administration--I mean, Trump, was already there, so it's not as though Vance is pushing Trump in this direction. Vance has aligned himself with this direction and has said essentially to Trump and to the country, In four years, in three years, I will be the reincarnation. I will be the next installment of this brutal, narrow vision of what America is--this bully, great power, this Russia of the West that simply does what's in its interest and has no friends, no allies, and is just looking out for the next deal.

And that means that we will be looking at more of it in the indefinite future from the Republican side because Vance is the heir apparent, and there he will allow no daylight between himself and Trump.

Frum: There was a saying in the days of the Habsburg monarchy that ruled Austro-Hungarian [empire] from 18th, 19th century, that the Austro-Hungarian monarchy was a system of despotism mitigated by Schlamperei, which is a Viennese German word that translates as a "slovenliness," but funny, desperate, doesn't admit it. So the saving grace of Trump is always the slovenliness, the carelessness--that he has an executive order to cancel the free-trade agreement with South Korea; his top economic aide steals the executive order off his desk before he can sign it, and then he forgets all about it because he's consumed with Shark Week. I mean, it's not a very appealing escape clause, but it did provide some relief, especially in the first term. He was just so chaotic and incompetent and forgetful and didn't have object permanence.

There's no slovenliness with J. D. Vance. I mean, now, he has probably less of a connection to the actual vote. For all the talk of "my people," they probably like him a lot less than they like Donald Trump. They may do less for him. They may be less likely to turn out for them. But he is an ideologue, and he may be more than a believer. And his people serve as a justification for the ideologue. He's not actually serving them, but he's invoking them to justify what he wants to do.

He may be the most ideological person in one of the two top jobs. I'm trying to think of who would be the previous example of someone who was. I mean, Reagan was pretty Reagan ideological--

Packer: Reagan.

Frum: --but it was tempered by his good nature.

Packer: --and long experience and practicality. Yeah, pragmatism. Sure.

Yeah, I think that's right. He is an ideologue, and he reads--at least claims; his friends say. You know, in the Marine Corps, they talked about [Christopher] Hitchens and Ayn Rand and even Locke and Hobbes, and before he ditched the classical liberal writers for Tolkien and C. S. Lewis and the new right of Patrick Deneen, who he considers a kind of mentor, I think.

Yes, he's an ideologue. And what is it that motivates his ideology? I find it hard to describe it in any positive terms. I think it's motivated by the enemies who he hates. What groups are the outgroups? What groups need to be punished because they have somehow betrayed America, whether it's Harvard or Paul, Weiss law firm or the bureaucracy in Washington.

And so there is that kind of malignant impulse to hurt, to punish, that seems to drive him more than any shining vision. And that's always been true of Trump at the moments when he is capable of articulating anything. Vance articulates it all the time because he is disciplined and intelligent and hardworking, and actually has thought through who he hates and why he hates them. And that's maybe--what you're saying, it seems, David, is that there's more to worry about in three or four years, even, than there is now.

Frum: Well, I don't know that I would say that, because the lack of, I think in the end, the thing that's going to maybe be his great impediment--I don't know what the lord of the world will think about the various patterns of vices in Trump's nature versus Vance's.

But the ideologues and intellectuals tend not to go far in American politics. It may be that Trump is successful precisely because of the part of him that is chaotic and the Schlamperei, not the despotism. And when Vance says, I've got my five-year plan for American purification, that's--we are here for the show. This sounds like work.

Anyway, your last statement was so powerful. I would almost want to end it there, but let me give you the last word. Is there something that we haven't said here that you'd like to say before we wrap all of this up?

Packer: Really, David, just that, for me, it's a deep satisfaction that you and I are sitting here having a really lively, interesting conversation about this man. You and I go back to college. We were rivals. We both were columnists for the school paper, and we probably named each other in our columns. And over the years, we went far apart--right and left--and then maybe came back a bit toward the center, both of us. And I have so many memories of seeing you at different intervals, especially after William F. Buckley [Jr.]'s funeral, when you told me, you know, If it's going to be Palin, I'm not sure I can be for the Republican ticket, which was the first time I'd heard you say anything like it.

And you have made a very--I've got to say this--a courageous journey in which you were alone or could have been all alone for long periods of time and lost friends, I'm sure lost homes, institutional homes, lost a kind of identity. And you've made a new one, which is as a truth teller. And what you've been saying today is, I feel, the kind of the sharp, hard edge of someone who's been refined by loss and by this journey into someone who, when you open your mouth, I think truths come out that are pretty painful and that are worth listening to. And so here we are in our 60s, 45 years after we met, still talking, and maybe talking almost as fluently as we did when we were young.

So I just want to say thanks for having me on your show.

Frum: Well, thank you. No, the memories go very deep. I hope we're talking less fluently, but more worth listening to than we spoke 45 years ago.

Packer: Please let that be the case. I do not go back and look at those columns, and I hope you don't either. We need to keep our eyes on the future.

Frum: Thank God we lived before the internet. That was our greatest privilege.

Packer: Exactly.

Frum: George, thank you for making the time today.

Packer: Thanks for having me, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to George Packer for joining me today. George Packer is a colleague of mine at The Atlantic, and if you like George's work and want to support it--if you want to support the work of all of us at The Atlantic, the best way to do that is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I hope you'll consider doing so if you don't do so already.

And of course, please subscribe to and share this program on whatever platform you like best.

Before I wrap up with the concluding thoughts of this program, I need to make a correction of something that was said mistakenly on last week's program, on Episode 7. A listener flagged this error in my discussion with former National Security Adviser Susan Rice. Susan Rice referred to Canada, or described Canada, as a participant in the Vietnam War, alongside the United States. Canada was not a combatant in the Vietnam War, as was mistakenly stated. Now, thousands of individual Canadians saw combat in Vietnam as volunteers in the United States armed forces, by some estimates, as many as 40,000. And more than 100 Canadians fell in action in Vietnam, fighting with the United States. But unlike Australia, and unlike Canada's own role in the Korean War, Canada was not a belligerent nation in Vietnam.

As we conclude the program, I want to finish with some thoughts about an important new book by Financial Times columnist Edward Luce. The book is a biography of Zbigniew Brzezinski, who served as national security adviser under President Carter in the late 1970s.

The book is called Zbig: [The Life of] Zbigniew Brzezinski, America's Great Power Prophet. Now, Zbigniew Brzezinski died in 2017, at the age of 89. His lifelong friend and rival Henry Kissinger, who made it all the way to 100, jokingly said at the end of his life, This is so tragic. He was so full of promise to be cut off so young.

That jokey remark sums up a comparison and a contrast that might serve us well to think about in these times. Zbigniew Brzezinski and Henry Kissinger were both exiles: Henry Kissinger, a German Jew driven into exile by the Nazis; Brzezinski, an aristocratic Polish family also driven into exile by the Second World War, cut off from their homeland of the Second World War, and then permanently exiled by communism.

These exiles from different traditions reached the very highest levels of the American power structure. They both served as national security adviser--Kissinger as secretary of state as well. But they're both very different men with very different outlooks. And it's that contrast that I want to talk about.

It's not the whole subject of Edward Luce's book, which takes you all through Brzezinski's fascinating life and deals with many of its most-important challenges in the Carter administration and after. But I want to focus on this one thing: The best book to my mind--the book I like best--about Henry Kissinger is a book by a writer named Barry Gewen called The Inevitability of Tragedy. And it describes Kissinger's worldview being formed by the experience of being driven into exile by his neighbors, the people that he grew up amongst turning against him and his family for no rational reason they could see. And although he found refuge in America, he was never entirely confident that Americans were altogether different from the Germans who had driven him into exile.

He was a remarkably pessimistic student of American life and always believed that something could go badly wrong here. And in all of his management of American foreign affairs and all of his advice to presidents, that undercurrent of doubt and despair and anxiety is present. Kissinger was the very opposite of utopian. Sometimes he sold America a little short as a result, and he never took seriously--and in fact, to the extent he took it seriously, he disliked--the concept of the ideals and principles of America being a driving force in how the country could, should, and would act.

Brzezinski, as Luce describes him, was very different. Although he, too, started a life of tragedy--lost his country, could never return--he came to believe very much in the promise and ideals of America. Although not idealistic in the way we use that language, he always was optimistic that America could and would prevail. Henry Kissinger saw the Cold War as an enduring problem to manage; Brzezinski thought the United States could and would win. Kissinger doubted that democracy was better than other systems; Brzezinski believed that it would be not only morally better, but actually practically better too.

Now, the dialogue between these two men will be with us forever, much like the Thomas Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton dialogue. We'll find in future generations sources of truth in both of them, and we'll constantly need to check our instincts, one against the other. Sometimes it'll be Kissinger's pessimism we need to hear; sometimes, Brzezinski's optimism. But at this moment, when the future of the country seems so doubtful, when American power is being used for such bad ends, it's a great moment to rediscover this man who, through all the realism he learned from hard experience, never stopped believing in the possibility of America.

He believed that America could and would prevail against enemies, internal and external. I think we need a little of that faith, too, which is why I so enjoyed this book this week. Thank you so much for joining me on The David Frum Show. I'll see you in this place again next week. I hope you'll return.

Thank you.

[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.
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The Administration Takes a Hatchet to the NSC

Friday night's firings will make the next crisis that much more dangerous.

by Thomas Wright




At 4:20 p.m. on the Friday before Memorial Day, Brian McCormack, the National Security Council chief of staff, sent an email to more than 100 staffers telling them that they had 30 minutes to clear out their desk. Nearly all were people the Trump administration had hired to the NSC.

President Donald Trump has been gunning for the NSC since 2019, during his first term in office, when two staffers filed a whistleblower complaint about his call with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky and got him impeached. On Friday, White House officials told Axios that the NSC is plagued by unnecessary committees and meetings that slow down decision making, and that the council is a needless check on the president's power. One official called the NSC "the ultimate Deep State. It's Marco vs. the Deep State. We're gutting the Deep State."

That is a very strange way to characterize the arm of the government that exists to make sure the others are carrying out the president's agenda. In dismantling the NSC, Trump is not only removing part of his government's brain but creating real risk should a crisis strike. That's because the council has two core functions based in congressional statute: One is to advise the president on national security and foreign policy, and the other is to coordinate the work of agencies and departments in executing the policies he chooses.

So why do Trump officials think the NSC staff is unnecessary or harmful? The one quoted by Axios went on to say: "If you have officials fighting each other and their agencies always involved in turf wars, you maybe need this process. That's not what you have here. Rubio, Bessent, Hegseth, Bondi--all of them know each other and like each other, and they know they're there to execute the president's will."

Read: Inside the fiasco at the National Security Council

It is nice to hear that Trump officials all get along, and that the rumors to the contrary are false. But the point of the NSC process is not simply to resolve clashes of personality. I served in the NSC for almost three years under President Joe Biden, as the head of the strategic-planning directorate, and I had a bird's-eye view of the entire bureaucratic process.

No one loves committees, but that doesn't mean they're unnecessary. In a typical week, a committee of deputy Cabinet secretaries meets two or three times in the Situation Room, to discuss issues of the highest priority to the president. No phones or electronic devices are allowed. Lower-level committees meet to prepare groundwork. Occasionally, if significant differences emerge among departments, Cabinet officials will meet--imagine the Houthi-strike Signal group, but in a classified space, with real preparation.

This doesn't involve as many people as you might think. The NSC policy staff stood at 186 at the end of Biden's term, larger than in Trump's first term but smaller than under George W. Bush or Barack Obama. These people are spread across about 20 different directorates, and drawn from across the government. Some directorates are charged with covering different regions or specific issues: technology, energy, intelligence, defense. Most of the people let go on Friday were career civil servants working in these directorates.

The White House briefings implied that these people were the tools of the "deep state," sent to slow down the decision-making process and work against the president from the inside. But no one is sent to the NSC in that sense. The president and his national security adviser appoint the council's senior directors. These political appointees then pick directors to work on their teams--usually civil servants with the type of expertise and skills they believe the president will need to implement his agenda. The directorates often take the president's overarching ideas and convert them into nuts-and-bolts policy: AUKUS (the pact with Australia and the U.K. on nuclear-powered submarines), key elements of the CHIPS Act (which invested in the domestic manufacturing of semiconductors), the effort to roll back China's overseas bases, and the technology-export controls on China all originated in the NSC.

The NSC is a crucial tool for the president in a moment of crisis. Russia's invasion of Ukraine in 2022, for example, called for a policy response spanning much of the U.S. government. The Biden administration's policy mobilized sanctions, weapons, diplomacy, and intelligence cooperation; it required coordination or communication with Europe, China, the Middle East, Congress, and the press. To make all of this  happen, National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan met daily with senior NSC staffers, not only to solve immediate problems, but also to figure out what more could be done to advance the president's objectives. The NSC was behind the move to get Ukraine sufficient numbers of air-defense missiles; it came up with an inventive scheme to generate funds for Ukraine out of Russian sovereign assets without seizing them outright; and it recommended the strategic declassification of intelligence to pressure Russia.

Trump, of course, could use his NSC to advance very different goals than Biden did. That's as it should be. But he has opted instead to divest himself of this tool. He has a few senior directors left--an unspecified number were fired on Friday, and others have been let go over the past couple of months--and each oversees a massive portfolio. The Europe directorate alone covers about 50 countries, including Russia and Turkey. These senior directors are now largely on their own. They have hardly anyone to draft policy guidance, review speeches, or be the first point of contact for embassies.

Those who oppose Trump may welcome these cuts, precisely because they reduce the ability of this president to destroy and remake U.S. foreign policy. Decimating the NSC removes a layer of White House oversight from the departments engaged in foreign affairs, which could mean strengthening them relative to Trump: If Rubio is truly a temporary national security adviser, there for just six months, the gutting of the NSC will weaken his successor and strengthen his influence as secretary of state. The Pentagon, Treasury Department, Department of Homeland Security, Central Intelligence Agency, and other agencies could likewise set up their own mini-foreign policies, each based on the Cabinet secretary's interpretation of what they heard from the president, whether in a meeting, a side conversation, or a Truth Social post.

Not only would this produce a chaotic and likely ineffective U.S. foreign policy, but the administration could run into some serious trouble with contingency planning. The NSC staff normally flags things that could go wrong and pulls together high-level working groups called "tiger teams" to prepare plans for worst-case scenarios. The Biden administration ran tiger teams for Ukraine, various Taiwan scenarios, and a widening of the war in the Middle East. At least one looming crisis now deserves that type of attention.

Read: Inside the fight over Trump's foreign policy

On April 1 and 2, China carried out a maritime exercise called Strait-Thunder 2025A, for a quarantine of Taiwan and attacks on its military installations. Senior officials in the U.S. and allied nations saw this as a clear warning that China may be preparing a major action short of an invasion against Taiwan. It could, for example, impose a customs zone on Taiwan, whereby Beijing would control everything going in and out of it. The United States depends on Taiwan for semiconductor chips vital to the AI race--something the Trump administration is particularly concerned about--and a quarantine or customs zone would wreak havoc with that.

In any other administration, the NSC would run a tiger team for such an eventuality. Two senior directors would convene senior officials from all departments and the military, who would then come up with options for deterring China from taking any such action, for making sure the U.S. gets advance notice if China does act, and for responding in a manner that would frustrate China's effort. The team would consider sanctions, diplomacy, and military options. It would scrutinize the plans of the departments. Deputies and principals would then discuss the tiger team's plan and make adjustments. If China struck, America would be as ready as it could be.

The kind of coordination the NSC provides, whether in anticipating crises or responding to them, does not happen automatically, even when Cabinet officials get along with one another. And no single department or agency can replace the NSC's role, because none has a sufficient overview of the whole field, or of all the tools the U.S. government can bring to bear. If one department did take the lead over all the others, it would likely be biased in favor of using the tools it controls and advancing its institutional interests.

Trump seems to think that he doesn't need any of this, that he knows what to do in any circumstance and doesn't need "options" and "recommendations" served up to him. In his mind, he just needs a small team to carry out his orders. But if China makes a move against Taiwan, especially if it is novel and unexpected, Trump may find himself asking what choices he has. If the plans have not been prepared, he will not be able to choose among them. Instead, the country will be dangerously exposed, relying solely on the president's gut instinct on a subject he knows little about.
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Why Pilots Don't Get Therapy

A detailed system meant to keep pilots from flying when they need mental-health care may be leading them to avoid the help they need.

by Jocelyn Frank




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

An average person struggling with anxiety or depression might try behavioral therapy or medication, and then ideally get back to a stable, healthy life. But commercial pilots face a different calculation. When pilots seek out mental-health care, they risk disrupting their livelihoods, derailing their careers and sometimes their permission to fly.

Last year, the FAA convened a panel of experts to develop recommendations aimed at improving their system of medical reviews, intended to keep pilots who are suffering from severe mental distress out of the cockpit.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, The Atlantic's Jocelyn Frank reports on the detailed system that may be unintentionally leading pilots to avoid the care that they need, and increasing the risk to passenger safety.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin:  Plane crashes and aviation accidents happen for all kinds of reasons. The collision between the helicopter and the American Airlines flight near the D.C. airport, the Alaska Airlines flight where the door panel flew off shortly after takeoff--these terrifying incidents that make the news, they stick in our minds.

[Music]

Rosin:  But there's another, less-visible safety issue that doesn't really make the news. Pilots themselves have been raising the alarm about a different kind of risk to passenger safety and a risk to their own well-being. It involves a rule that's designed to protect passengers, but it might instead be making flying more dangerous.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Today our producer, Jocelyn Frank, is with us, with the story. Hi, Jocelyn.

Jocelyn Frank: Hi, Hanna. Thanks for having me.

Rosin: Sure. So you've been talking to pilots, and what have they been telling you?

Frank: Yeah, I recently interviewed quite a number of pilots, and one of them has really got me thinking differently about flight safety. His name is Chris Finlayson. He's been a pilot for 13 years. He's married and has two young daughters. And he's a first officer with one of the major airlines in the U.S. It's a job that comes with a lot of responsibility, a few flights every day. He's probably responsible for a few hundred people every time he shows up for work.

So when he got COVID, he had no hesitation about being grounded. He immediately stopped flying.

Chris Finlayson:  I got a really bad bout of long COVID: memory loss, brain fog, fatigue. That really tanked my serotonin. That all of a sudden triggered every anxiety I possibly had. December 19, 2021, was my last flight.


Frank: Even after most of his COVID symptoms subsided, his anxiety just kept going, and then he got anxiety about his anxiety.

Finlayson: And I remember sitting in my bed after a panic attack and just thinking I can't do this. And I remember going into the doctor's office in February of 2022 thinking that, frankly, I was throwing my career away.


Frank: For most people in a similar situation, having stress, anxiety, even panic attacks--it would lead them to try some behavioral therapy or medication, and then ideally, you just get back to a stable, typical, healthy life. But Chris Finlayson is a pilot, and for pilots there is a different calculation.

When pilots do seek out mental-health care, they risk derailing their careers, disrupting their livelihoods and, ultimately, sometimes their permission to fly. And if they don't seek help, they could be putting their lives and the lives of hundreds of passengers at risk.

[Music]

David Kerley (ABC journalist): These haunting images are the first we've seen up close of the twisted metal and shattered debris--all that is left of Germanwings Flight 9525.


Frank: In 2015, there was a terrible crash--an airline called Germanwings--and it turned out that the co-pilot intentionally crashed the plane.

Kerley: The plane mysteriously crashed into the rugged French Alps, killing all 150 souls on board.


Frank: Even though it wasn't a U.S. airline, basically since then, the FAA has been trying to tighten their approach to mental health. They want to reduce any risk to passenger safety that is linked to any kind of serious mental-health challenge.

Thomas Jetzer: I think you have to understand that the FAA, from their perspective, is interested in helping people fly as long as they're safe for themselves and the public, and they intend us to get as many people flying as they can, safely.


Frank: Thomas Jetzer works as a medical consultant for the FAA. He's a certified AME, which stands for "aviation medical examiner." He's one of hundreds of special doctors across the United States who meet with pilots on a yearly or on a six-month basis to review their medical records and decide if they're fit to fly, and he thinks it's a pretty good system.

Jetzer: Some of these pilots I've seen for 35, 40 years. And--
 Frank: Every six months for that long?
 Jetzer: Right, and it's kind of like a barbershop. You really get their full records to make sure that things are appropriately reported and assessed and documented for the FAA.  If you have a problem, they want to make sure that you're well-enough managed that you're not going to be a safety risk to yourself or the public.


Frank: Talking to Dr. Jetzer, I was trying to learn how the FAA system compares to others, because a pilot reporting a mental-health concern--even to a doctor they've known for 35 years--could halt their career. And Dr. Jetzer pointed out that the kind of scrutiny that he's responsible for, it's actually not even unique to pilots.

It's similar to other high-responsibility fields, like FBI agents, people who work within the nuclear industry, and even a part of his own field: medicine.

Jetzer: For doctors, I mean, there's a questionnaire you fill out, you know, every year when you reapply for your medical license that you have to determine whether you have any medical conditions.
 Frank: But if I was a doctor and I went on antidepressants, I wouldn't need to report that I'm on antidepressants unless it was impacting my work, right?
 Jetzer: Well, you're right. There's not as close an observation and review of doctors every, you know, six months or a year. There is for nuclear operators. You don't have it for police or firefighters.


[Music]

Rosin: Okay. So, Jocelyn, surgeons, police officers, firefighters--all these are also people responsible for the safety and well-being of hundreds of people. But they could each, theoretically, visit a therapist and keep it to themselves?

Frank: They could each, theoretically, visit a psychiatrist. They could be prescribed antianxiety medication and just kind of keep on with their jobs without having to report anything to a special doctor or to their boss, or to take time off. And this added layer of scrutiny for pilots--I mean, they are responsible for hundreds of people at a time, so the FAA wants to be as sure as they can that anyone who's in the cockpit is in a really healthy state of mind.

Rosin: Which totally makes sense that they want that. Like, you should be in a healthy state of mind if you are flying a plane. I guess my question is: Is this invasive amount of scrutiny from your employer or your boss encouraging a healthy state of mind? Or is it encouraging you to pretend that you have a healthy state of mind?

Frank: Yeah, it's a really good question, a really serious question. And I looked into the FAA safety systems in more detail, and it turns out that the processes that they have in place have led to some really terrible unintended consequences.

Rosin: Like what?

Frank: In the fall of 2021, an aviation student attending the University of North Dakota, he took his life in a university aircraft.

Reporter: 19-year-old John Hauser, a commercial-aviation student from Chicago, died near Buxton. The National Transportation Safety Board says there were no mechanical problems with the aircraft.


Frank: It was later discovered that he actually wrote a note revealing that he'd been struggling emotionally but he felt like he couldn't do anything about it because he feared losing his medical certificate. His mom actually read some of that letter out loud during a National Transportation Safety Board summit.

Anne Suh: In a letter describing the turmoil that John was silently facing, he wrote, "I want to seek help more than anything. I really do. I wanna get better. I just know if I try, I'll have to give up on aviation, and frankly, I'd rather not be here than to do that."


Frank: Even though this was an awful tragedy, it thankfully didn't involve any passengers. But then there was another event.

Journalist: Just in to CNN: We are learning that an Alaska Airlines flight was diverted because someone in the cockpit, apparently, tried to shut down the engine mid-flight.


Frank: In the autumn of 2023, an off-duty Alaska Airlines pilot was catching a ride on Horizon Air. It's a travel trick that's pretty common among pilots called "jump seating." And this pilot--his name is Joseph Emerson--during that flight, he's accused of trying to activate a fire-suppression system that would've cut off fuel to the plane's engines in mid-flight.

Pilot: We've got the guy who tried to shut the engine down out of the cockpit.


Frank: Emerson was, luckily, not successful. He was escorted to the back of the plane, handcuffed to a seat.

Pilot: I think he's subdued. Other than that, yeah, we want law enforcement as soon as we get on the ground and parked.


Frank: The plane was rerouted to make an emergency landing.

Emerson later told reporters that he had been suffering from depression. And he pleaded not guilty to the charges that were brought against him. He wasn't piloting that day, but he did have access to the cockpit, and that means that his position, technically, as a pilot, put the safety of the plane and its passengers at risk.

So these are two pretty high-profile examples where people's lives were at stake, and in both cases, the pilots were not getting the care that they needed.

Rosin: Those are two scary, terrible situations. Do we have any idea if they are outliers? Like, how many pilots are not getting care when they need it?

Frank: I talked with William Hoffman. He's a neurologist and an aviation medical researcher, and he and his team have been trying to figure out how the FAA's protocols impact the decisions pilots are making about their health.

In 2019, Hoffman and his team launched a survey of over 3,500 pilots across North America, and he found that 56 percent of pilots reported a history of health-care avoidance due to fear of losing their flying status.

Rosin: So that's over half the pilots avoiding care, which is a lot. That suggests there is a huge resistance to getting care, which means that Finlayson, who's the guy we were talking about, he's unusual for going through the whole process and seeking care.

Frank: Well, at first, Finlayson thought he might not have to go through the full process. The way the FAA's system works is, basically: If you go on medication, and then you get off of it for 60 days, and your treating psychiatrist says, You're good, the FAA can consider this as all just a little health blip. You're grounded--you're not flying--for that period of time, no regular paycheck. But after, you can potentially get fairly smoothly back into your job. So Finlayson was hoping for that when he went to see a nurse practitioner, and he started taking a low-dose SSRI for his anxiety.

Finlayson: 10 milligrams--did that for about six months, tried to go off it. And, unfortunately, that didn't work.


Frank: He knew he couldn't stay off the medication and feel well enough to fly. If he stayed on medication, he'd have to pursue the longer path for his medical certificate. It's called "requesting a special issuance," so even with that request, there's no guarantee the FAA would decide he could ever fly again. And he felt totally stuck.

Finlayson: And that's when my psychiatrist was like, Look--like, I get all this stuff, but we should really escalate you up to 20 [milligrams] just to see what happens, because there's nothing to lose at this point. That's when I really gave up. Like, Okay, I guess I'm just going to be on this drug, no matter what. So I am going to, no matter what, need the special issuance.


[Music] 

Frank: And once Finlayson sort of let go of the possibility of the fastest path back to his job--the fast path to that medical certificate--his health improved.

Finlayson: When I started that higher dosage of my SSRI, after about six weeks on that, I was like, Oh, this is--this is clarity! This is awesome. This is a good state to be in! I've maintained that ever since.


Frank: So Finlayson achieved this mental recovery, this clarity, but the path back to piloting was still extremely murky.

Finlayson: I didn't know how long it was potentially going to take, what exactly that cost was going to be, how I was going to pay for that if I wasn't going to be working, the lack of transparency involved with the FAA's processes--all of those things.


Frank: He was about to begin medical testing, paperwork, research, and bureaucratic phone calls, all to get the FAA to decide if he could get back into the air. And it took him years--years of not flying.

Rosin: I have to say, that seems amazing to me, that to go on 10 milligrams of a very commonly used antidepressant, or even to 20--which seems reasonable--that taking that amount of medication long term could cost you years of flying. It just seems like when pilots do decide to pursue mental-health care, like Finlayson did, they are up against a lot.

Frank: Yeah. It's a complicated system, and it can take a lot of time. Actually, Chris Finlayson had so much time away from piloting and so much time feeling frustrated as he was learning all this different information about the process, he joined a nonprofit focused on pilot mental health, trying to reform the system and at the same time he's in it, trying to get his own permission to fly approved.

Rosin: After the break, we try and get to the heart of it: Is this system actually keeping passengers safe?

[Break]

Rosin: Jocelyn, let's say we make the assumption that pilots have more or less the same level of depression and anxiety as the average population--that would be about a quarter of all adults in the U.S. From what you can tell, are a quarter of all pilots seeking mental-health care applying for those special medical certificates?

Frank: Definitely not. In 2024, out of 150,000 commercial pilots, only about 9,000 applied. And in the end, only about 3,000 were approved.

So Finlayson was hoping to be one of those 3,000. He and his doctors decided he needed to take this antianxiety medication long term, which meant he was going to have to enter into this longer process. And it became clear this was going to be a really detailed and, at times, tedious process. According to the FAA, a lot of people get denied for failing to provide some specific requested information. It actually accounts for more than 75 percent of all denials. And from the start, Chris Finlayson was feeling that potential. He would think he'd checked a box, only to learn it was the wrong box.

Finlayson: Oh, the other requirement is to be evaluated by a board-certified psychiatrist. The psychiatrist that I was seeing, she was a nurse practitioner. That wasn't at the level for which the FAA would require. So I then had to search out an M.D.


Frank: And that took an additional month. He had to be on a stable dose for six months before beginning his application, and that switch in care meant he had to start the six-month count again, and he learned there were additional requirements.

Finlayson: I had to go through a cognitive screening, a personality screening, as well as an interview by a neuropsychologist.


Frank: Each of these tests has a cost, and each has to be submitted to the special FAA doctor for review.

Finlayson: I also had to go through neurological testing.
 Frank: What is that like?
 Finlayson: Oh, it is boring. It is paying about $4,000 out of pocket to play--oh, what's the app on the phone? It's basically like paying $4,000 to play [Lumosity] while a doctor stares over your shoulder.
 That's all elective testing. None of that is covered by insurance, so it's all out of pocket.
 Frank: You use the word elective, but it's required for you to come back to flying, right?
 Finlayson: So yeah. So in the FAA world, it is absolutely required. It is a requirement for me to get a medical [screening]. It is a requirement to have a medical to do my job. "Requirement, requirement, requirement." In insurance land, I do not need to be a pilot. This is not medically necessary for my health. It is medically necessary for my employment.


Rosin:  So it seems like these medical requirements cost a lot of money, and the pilot isn't earning a regular salary.

Frank: Right. Yeah. This process can cost thousands of dollars, somewhere around $10,000 or $15,000 for most pilots. And like Finlayson was saying, it's uncommon for insurance to cover these kinds of expenses. And only a very small percentage of unionized pilots flying with legacy carriers--which are, those are some of the biggest ones--they have negotiated for this process to fall under their disability coverage. And that can offer pilots like Finlayson a partial paycheck--a partial paycheck to support two kids and a wife in grad school.

But that is a best-case scenario. And many other pilots and aspiring pilots who I interviewed for this story have had no stable income and no safety net during their process.

Rosin:  No income?

Frank: They are grounded from flying, or they haven't received their pilot's license to begin with, so they're not getting any kind of base-level paycheck while they're going through this process. And aviation is a very expensive field to begin with. A lot of pilots take on substantial debt just to get trained, so this is what they're dealing with while trying to get this special medical certificate.

Rosin: So that is, like, a huge disincentive to seek any help.

Frank:  Absolutely. Yeah. It can take years to just gather all of your medical records and get all the paperwork organized and the testing. And once a pilot and their AME do submit the request, the documents can take months and months for the FAA to actually review. And that's a lot of time for a pilot to be waiting around--on disability, at best; more often, unemployed. And I have to say, with recent cuts to federal staffing at the FAA, it's unlikely that this process is going to get any more efficient.

Rosin: You know, Jocelyn, listening to you, I am a little torn. I fly often enough. I'm not a particularly nervous flyer. I'm not sure if I should be worried about my safety. Like, is there any research that gets at the bottom line, the actual outcome of this system they've set up? Does this system, flawed though it may be, result in me, the passenger, being any safer?

Frank: It's seems pretty clear from those terrible suicide-type flights that we do not want a pilot in the pilot's seat who is suffering that kind of intense, untreated mental-health problem. It definitely adds risk to passenger safety.

I asked William Hoffman, that researcher, what we know about having mental-health problems that you're treating, that you're addressing, or something that was on your record from the past. What do we know about how that impacts risk? And here's what he told me:

William Hoffman: Right now, there is this simple model that using services, mental-health services, or having a diagnosis is a marker for risk. But remarkably, that has never been systematically studied in research. That's a complete assumption.


Rosin: So that is a big assumption.

Frank: Yes. And an assumption that is costing Chris Finlayson, and thousands of other pilots, multiple years away from their careers.

But it's nearly impossible to get pilots to raise their hands and say, Hey. I'll participate in your research! I should probably be seeing a therapist. Or, Hey. I'm secretly taking mental-health medication, so study me. Check my flight records and see how well I'm doing, or, Calculate all the small mistakes I'm making compared to this other pilot, so we can figure out if my mental-health issues are actually a problem when it comes to flight safety. No one is volunteering for that kind of scrutiny, partially because doing so would mean admitting they had not been fully honest about their health prior to that kind of study.

Hoffman: It's a catch-22. We need data to drive progress, but people are afraid to participate in research, so we can't get that data.


Rosin:  Okay, so if they can't get the data and they don't actually know the answer, what can be done about any of this?

Frank: Even if we don't know exactly how risky it is to fly with this current system, we do know that the current system is keeping pilots from seeking care, and that is a part of the system where risk could be reduced.

One of the reasons I wanted to look into this story is because the FAA did recently request recommendations from a panel of experts about how to address that problem. Hoffman was one of them. The group delivered 24 suggestions to lower the barriers to mental-health access, and they presented these suggestions to the FAA last year, in April of 2024, and a few were acted on really quickly.

Hoffman: For example, expanding the number of medications that can be used. So that was almost immediately implemented.


Frank: The total is now eight different drugs, but they are conditionally allowed, which means you would still need to request a special medical certificate, and it might be granted, but it's not guaranteed.

Hoffman: They also narrowed some of the requirements for neuropsychological testing that a pilot might need to undergo if they are on a medication for mood.


Frank: So if a pilot like Chris Finlayson were to begin this medical screening again, he might have fewer tests to go through in order to request this special medical certificate. And the committee recommended a bunch of other aspects of the process be changed too. They asked the FAA to modernize the system to reduce paperwork, to improve training for the doctors who are reviewing all these medical records for more consistency, wider disability coverage so pilots could maybe be covered more often. And Hoffman was excited about another recommendation too.

Hoffman: One of the key recommendations was requiring that pilots have access to peer-support services.


Frank: Peer support basically allows pilots the opportunity to talk with each other about sensitive issues that are going on in their lives.

Rosin: So more like an informal counseling setup?

Frank: Yes. I asked William Hoffman why he was so excited about peer support.

Hoffman: Peer support does not need to be disclosed to an AME.
 Frank: So why not just promote therapy? It seems like dancing around the idea that people actually could benefit from therapy or could benefit from medication, but instead, saying, Go talk to a peer, or, you know, Do this other back-channel thing, and you don't have to report it.
 Hoffman: It's a great question. It's a critical question. While in a perfect world, you know, we could say, Therapy is not reportable, and you should talk to a therapist, I think more realistically, where the rubber meets the road is that there's a lot of distrust, and the pilot peer can be that connection between the pilot needing services and the professional support that's required.


[Music]

Frank: Chris Finlayson decided to go through the process of requesting the special medical certificate. He, like I said, had his last flight on December 19, 2021. He went through all of these different steps that took him almost two years. He submitted his paperwork, and about eight months after that, in July 2024. He heard back.

Finlayson: The woman just said, "Yep, you were denied."
 Frank: Oh my gosh.
 Finlayson: I was like, "What?"
 I actually requested my full file from the FAA with the application notes and things that they normally don't send you. They see me as in remission, but I need to check more boxes, essentially.
 That's probably the most frustrating thing for me right now, is the fact that I kind of got hosed, and now there's no recourse other than to start it all over, so--
 Frank: Can you go back as many times as you want? Like, as many times as you can afford/endure?
 Finlayson: Yep. Basically, I'm having to restart the whole process.
 So I have to wait on the FAA to send them my paperwork. I have to wait on my other doctors to send them paperwork. I have to wait on all that stuff for them to compile that. I'm probably going to have to redo some testing because, you know, the FAA is not going to want to see a test that's a year and a half old. I'm in for the long haul, to say the least.


Frank: Last year, the FAA approved 2,800 special-issuance certificates coded for mental health. As of this April, they've already approved almost that number: 2,400. But if the system continues as is, it's likely that thousands of pilots will go on flying without getting, or reporting, the care that they need.

Rosin:  Jocelyn, thank you.

Frank: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jocelyn Frank. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid. We had engineering support from Rob Smierciak, fact-checking by Sam Fentress and Stef Hayes. 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.
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The Big, Beautiful Republican Shrug

Republicans routinely criticized Democrats for rushing bills through Congress. Now that they're in power, they don't seem to mind.

by Russell Berman




When Democrats reshaped the American health-insurance system in 2010, Republicans accused them of all manner of legislative foul play: Middle-of-the-night votes. Backroom deals. An enormous, partisan bill jammed through Congress before anyone could find out what was in it. "Have you read the bill? Hell no you haven't!" an indignant then-House Minority Leader John Boehner thundered on the House floor.

The GOP's claims were exaggerated. But as Republicans rushed President Donald Trump's "big, beautiful bill" through the House this week, they committed just about every procedural misdeed they had ascribed to Democrats back then--and more. The final text of a 1,100-page bill that Speaker Mike Johnson described as "the most consequential legislation that any party has ever passed" became public just hours before Republicans approved it on a party-line vote. They scheduled a pivotal hearing to begin at 1 a.m. and waived their own rules meant to give lawmakers at least three days to review legislation before a vote. One Republican even missed the climactic roll call because, the speaker explained, he fell asleep.

Jonathan Chait: The largest upward transfer of wealth in American history

"If something is beautiful, you don't do it after midnight," a conservative critic of the bill, Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky, scolded in a speech delivered shortly before 2 a.m. on Thursday.

To Democrats who chided them for their haste, Republicans replied with reminders of their own long-ago procedural end runs, as if to say, What goes around comes around. Hypocrisy abounds in both parties, and the path to passage for any major legislation is rarely smooth or pretty. But the GOP's aggressive drive to force through Trump's agenda fits a pattern that's emerged in each of his presidential terms: Rather than avoid the transgressions they've alleged Democrats have committed, Republicans have instead used them as license to go even further.

In 2017, the GOP confirmed Justice Neil Gorsuch to the Supreme Court only after it eliminated the Senate filibuster for nominees to the high court. As justification, Republicans cited the Democrats' earlier move to scrap the Senate's 60-vote threshold for lower-court and executive-branch nominees--a change Republicans had denounced at the time.

Earlier this year, as Trump was trying to freeze congressionally authorized funding and shut down federal agencies without approval from lawmakers, I asked Republicans whether there was a line the president could not cross. They responded by talking not about Trump but about Joe Biden. "Could the president do something totally unconstitutional, in violation of what Congress wants entirely?" Representative Mario Diaz-Balart of Florida asked, before quickly answering his own question: "You mean, like student loans?"

As Diaz-Balart and other Republicans saw it, Biden had defied first Congress and then the Supreme Court in his push to unilaterally forgive billions of dollars in college debt beginning in 2022. Democrats did provide the GOP some fodder for that argument: Then-Speaker Nancy Pelosi had said categorically that the president could not wipe out student debt on his own. "He does not have that power," she told reporters in July 2021. "That has to be an act of Congress." Then, after the Supreme Court struck down Biden's $400 billion loan-cancellation program--while citing Pelosi's statement--Biden responded defiantly. "The Supreme Court blocked me from relieving student debt. But they didn't stop me," he said. "I'm going to keep going."

Yet Biden also made clear that he would not defy the Court's ruling but instead would pursue more limited debt-relief plans in ways his administration believed were "legally sound." Now, instead of interpreting the Court's rebuke of Biden as a limit on executive authority, Republicans are claiming it as an excuse for Trump to expand presidential power even more.

In the House this week, some Republicans were willing to call out their own party for trying to rush such a far-reaching bill through the chamber. "It's step on the gas and jam it through, because that's the way this place works," Representative Chip Roy of Texas told reporters. "It is a mistake." Roy was one of the final conservative holdouts, but like most of his GOP colleagues, he ended up voting for the bill despite his misgivings about the process. "And as with most major bills in Washington," he acknowledged in a statement afterward, "this bill was rushed, mashed together, and crammed through the House without sufficient time to review every item carefully. We should do better."

As recently as December, conservatives forced GOP leaders to abandon a 1,547-page spending bill negotiated with Democrats, largely at the behest of Elon Musk, who was then the incoming head of DOGE. This time, no such rebellion materialized.

Johnson's Memorial Day deadline for passing Trump's plan through the House was largely arbitrary. Congress must raise the nation's debt limit by sometime this summer, and taxes for most Americans will go up if lawmakers don't extend the president's 2017 tax cuts by the end of the year. Conservatives had asked for another week or two to consider the bill, but Johnson and Trump succeeded in pressuring them to vote quickly so that the Senate could start working on it. Republicans want Trump to sign his second-term centerpiece, named the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, into law by July 4, and leaders of both parties have learned that lawmakers rarely compromise without the forcing mechanism of a tight deadline.

"The voters want results. They don't want incessant debates," House Majority Leader Steve Scalise told me, defending the speed with which Republicans advanced Trump's bill. "We could debate this thing for months and months and not get any results for people who are struggling, and that's not going to help those families who gave us this mandate."

Read: Republicans still can't say no to Trump

Scalise was in his first full term in Congress when Democrats passed the Affordable Care Act. At the time, he joined Republicans in accusing them of rushing the bill through without sufficient transparency or debate. Yet Democrats spent many more months negotiating Obamacare than Republicans have spent on Trump's legislation. When I asked Scalise how he'd respond to critics who say the GOP is doing exactly what they criticized Democrats for, he pointed out the many committees that had held public hearings on the "big, beautiful bill" in the past few weeks (the House held similar sessions in 2010) and blamed Democrats for trying to delay the measure. "If Democrats want to drag it on and on and on, and then complain that it's going late at night, that's a little hypocritical," Scalise said. (In fact, it was the GOP that scheduled a key hearing in the Rules Committee to begin in the wee hours of the morning.)

Other Republicans offered a different excuse: They were too young to remember the ACA fight. Just 27 members of the GOP conference were serving in the House at the time. "I wasn't there. I ain't that old," the 66-year-old Representative Andy Biggs of Arizona told me. He joined Congress in 2017 and was a state legislator in 2010. We were speaking on Tuesday, when the GOP bill was still in flux, and Biggs, a conservative, was still on the fence. "I always tell the speaker, if I don't have time to read the bill, I'm probably a no," Biggs said. Evidently, Biggs is a fast reader. When the House voted on the megabill less than 48 hours later--and about 10 hours after its final text was released--Biggs was a yes.
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Trump Addresses a Military He's Remaking in His Image

The president returns to West Point having transformed his relationship with the armed forces.

by Missy Ryan


President Donald Trump reviews the cadets at West Point's commencement on June 13, 2020. (David Dee Delgado / Getty)



The last time President Donald Trump addressed Army cadets at West Point, he was locked in a dramatic conflict with America's military establishment.

Two days before Trump spoke to the academy's graduates in June 2020, Army General Mark Milley, the nation's top military officer, had made an extraordinary televised apology for having appeared in uniform with the president outside the White House, after security personnel used force to clear peaceful protesters from the scene.

Two weeks before Trump's commencement address, Defense Secretary Mark Esper had made what turned out to be an irreparable break with the president when he pushed back on Trump's desire to use active-duty troops to put down unrest triggered by the killing of George Floyd. Trump had mused about shooting protesters in the legs, according to Esper, who later wrote, "What transpired that day would leave me deeply troubled about the leader of our country and the decisions he was making." Trump, who denied suggesting that protesters be shot, fired Esper five months later.

From the November 2023 issue: The patriot

Trump's impulse to enlist the military to respond to nationwide protests generated an outcry from some retired officers, who denounced what they saw as presidential overreach. Most notably, James Mattis, who as Trump's first defense secretary had tried to steer the president away from decisions he feared would endanger allies or undermine U.S. security, decried Trump's effort to politicize the military and divide Americans.

That now feels like a different era.

As he returns to West Point to speak at the academy's commencement today, Trump faces little resistance from the Defense Department. Instead, in selecting civilian leaders at the Pentagon, the president has prioritized perceived loyalty rather than experience. In doing so, he has brought the Defense Department much closer in line with his MAGA political agenda than it was in his first term, and raised questions about who, if anyone, will attempt to stop him if he tries to use the military in unconstitutional ways.

Unlike Mattis, Milley, and Esper, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth--a former Fox News host and National Guard soldier with little management background--has acted as an accelerant for Trump's political priorities. He has moved swiftly to root out military diversity programs, overturned Joe Biden-era decisions on transgender troops and the COVID-19 vaccine, and altered combat standards in ways that might push women out of certain jobs.

Hegseth has also expanded U.S. forces' involvement in repelling illegal migration, augmenting troops' power to detain migrants at the southern border, ordering military deportation flights, and expanding camps to house migrants at the U.S. base at Guantanamo Bay. Although the military has long been one of the country's most respected institutions, its standing has fallen dramatically in recent years, and pulling U.S. troops more deeply into polarizing activities such as policing the border could further erode Americans' trust in the armed forces.

Like Trump himself, Hegseth has brought a combative, norm-busting approach to his leadership of the Pentagon, attacking enemies online, deriding the "fake news" media, and flouting government security rules. On Wednesday, he led a Christian prayer service in the Pentagon auditorium, a highly unusual move for the leader of a workforce comprising more than 3 million people who come from a wide range of backgrounds and faiths.

The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Air Force General Dan Caine, was nominated by Trump after the president abruptly fired General Charles Q. Brown, the second Black officer to serve in that role, and other top officers in February. A respected former National Guard officer with less command experience than most previous JCS chairmen, Caine has maintained a low profile so far and has said little about his views. In his confirmation hearing, Caine--who denied a story Trump has told about him wearing a MAGA hat when they met on a military base in Iraq--said he would be willing to be fired for following the Constitution. (Other top brass, anticipating moves by Hegseth to slim down the military's uppermost ranks, have sought to keep their head down and avoid contentious issues.)

Tom Nichols: A Friday-night massacre at the Pentagon

The service academies, including West Point and the Naval Academy, are now at the center of the administration's push to remake military culture. In response to a White House order that bans the teaching of "divisive concepts" and references to racism in American history at the academies, leaders at the schools have removed books from library shelves and are altering curricula. Sometimes acting in anticipation of the administration's preferences, they have also shut down student groups related to race, gender, and ethnicity, and canceled speakers and events they feared could violate the new rules.

It's difficult to know how West Point cadets feel about all this. The academy has no independent student newspaper and few venues for students to voice their views on such issues. Cadets, like most service members, usually keep their political beliefs to themselves.

Kori Schake, a senior fellow at the American Enterprise Institute, told me that Trump is undermining core tenets of U.S. military culture, including the institution's apolitical nature and service members' sworn allegiance to the Constitution rather than to any one person. While the checks from Trump's first term are long gone, Schake said, "what I see as continuity from 2020 is President Trump trying to corrode the good order and discipline of the American military to establish a much more personalistic kind of loyalty."

In his 2020 remarks at West Point, Trump largely stuck to a typical presidential script, congratulating troops on making it through the rigors of academy life and eulogizing Army leaders including Douglas MacArthur and George Patton. Perhaps his speech today will take a similar tone. If it does, it will mark a departure from his more recent appearances at troop events. When he addressed service members at Al Udeid Air Base, in Qatar, this month, Trump sounded like no other president has in a military setting. He criticized "fake generals" who fail to adhere to his worldview, belittled the role of allies such as France in winning World War II, and suggested that he might run for a third term.

Trump praised the service members assembled around him for "defending our interests, supporting our allies, securing our homeland."

"And you know what? Making America great again," he continued. "That's what's happened. It's happened very fast."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/05/trump-speech-west-point/682936/?utm_source=feed
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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

Updated at 3:20 p.m. ET on May 22, 2025
 
 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 an April 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.



This article originally misstated the date of Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s press conference as July 16, rather than April 16.
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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




Updated at 2:18 p.m. ET on May 22, 2025

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 early stages of the war 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."



This article originally misstated that Ukrainian and Russian officials had not met since Russia's invasion. In fact, they met in the early stages of the war.
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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 in the company and is now its CEO.
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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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The Administration Takes a Hatchet to the NSC

Friday night's firings will make the next crisis that much more dangerous.

by Thomas Wright




At 4:20 p.m. on the Friday before Memorial Day, Brian McCormack, the National Security Council chief of staff, sent an email to more than 100 staffers telling them that they had 30 minutes to clear out their desk. Nearly all were people the Trump administration had hired to the NSC.

President Donald Trump has been gunning for the NSC since 2019, during his first term in office, when two staffers filed a whistleblower complaint about his call with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky and got him impeached. On Friday, White House officials told Axios that the NSC is plagued by unnecessary committees and meetings that slow down decision making, and that the council is a needless check on the president's power. One official called the NSC "the ultimate Deep State. It's Marco vs. the Deep State. We're gutting the Deep State."

That is a very strange way to characterize the arm of the government that exists to make sure the others are carrying out the president's agenda. In dismantling the NSC, Trump is not only removing part of his government's brain but creating real risk should a crisis strike. That's because the council has two core functions based in congressional statute: One is to advise the president on national security and foreign policy, and the other is to coordinate the work of agencies and departments in executing the policies he chooses.

So why do Trump officials think the NSC staff is unnecessary or harmful? The one quoted by Axios went on to say: "If you have officials fighting each other and their agencies always involved in turf wars, you maybe need this process. That's not what you have here. Rubio, Bessent, Hegseth, Bondi--all of them know each other and like each other, and they know they're there to execute the president's will."

Read: Inside the fiasco at the National Security Council

It is nice to hear that Trump officials all get along, and that the rumors to the contrary are false. But the point of the NSC process is not simply to resolve clashes of personality. I served in the NSC for almost three years under President Joe Biden, as the head of the strategic-planning directorate, and I had a bird's-eye view of the entire bureaucratic process.

No one loves committees, but that doesn't mean they're unnecessary. In a typical week, a committee of deputy Cabinet secretaries meets two or three times in the Situation Room, to discuss issues of the highest priority to the president. No phones or electronic devices are allowed. Lower-level committees meet to prepare groundwork. Occasionally, if significant differences emerge among departments, Cabinet officials will meet--imagine the Houthi-strike Signal group, but in a classified space, with real preparation.

This doesn't involve as many people as you might think. The NSC policy staff stood at 186 at the end of Biden's term, larger than in Trump's first term but smaller than under George W. Bush or Barack Obama. These people are spread across about 20 different directorates, and drawn from across the government. Some directorates are charged with covering different regions or specific issues: technology, energy, intelligence, defense. Most of the people let go on Friday were career civil servants working in these directorates.

The White House briefings implied that these people were the tools of the "deep state," sent to slow down the decision-making process and work against the president from the inside. But no one is sent to the NSC in that sense. The president and his national security adviser appoint the council's senior directors. These political appointees then pick directors to work on their teams--usually civil servants with the type of expertise and skills they believe the president will need to implement his agenda. The directorates often take the president's overarching ideas and convert them into nuts-and-bolts policy: AUKUS (the pact with Australia and the U.K. on nuclear-powered submarines), key elements of the CHIPS Act (which invested in the domestic manufacturing of semiconductors), the effort to roll back China's overseas bases, and the technology-export controls on China all originated in the NSC.

The NSC is a crucial tool for the president in a moment of crisis. Russia's invasion of Ukraine in 2022, for example, called for a policy response spanning much of the U.S. government. The Biden administration's policy mobilized sanctions, weapons, diplomacy, and intelligence cooperation; it required coordination or communication with Europe, China, the Middle East, Congress, and the press. To make all of this  happen, National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan met daily with senior NSC staffers, not only to solve immediate problems, but also to figure out what more could be done to advance the president's objectives. The NSC was behind the move to get Ukraine sufficient numbers of air-defense missiles; it came up with an inventive scheme to generate funds for Ukraine out of Russian sovereign assets without seizing them outright; and it recommended the strategic declassification of intelligence to pressure Russia.

Trump, of course, could use his NSC to advance very different goals than Biden did. That's as it should be. But he has opted instead to divest himself of this tool. He has a few senior directors left--an unspecified number were fired on Friday, and others have been let go over the past couple of months--and each oversees a massive portfolio. The Europe directorate alone covers about 50 countries, including Russia and Turkey. These senior directors are now largely on their own. They have hardly anyone to draft policy guidance, review speeches, or be the first point of contact for embassies.

Those who oppose Trump may welcome these cuts, precisely because they reduce the ability of this president to destroy and remake U.S. foreign policy. Decimating the NSC removes a layer of White House oversight from the departments engaged in foreign affairs, which could mean strengthening them relative to Trump: If Rubio is truly a temporary national security adviser, there for just six months, the gutting of the NSC will weaken his successor and strengthen his influence as secretary of state. The Pentagon, Treasury Department, Department of Homeland Security, Central Intelligence Agency, and other agencies could likewise set up their own mini-foreign policies, each based on the Cabinet secretary's interpretation of what they heard from the president, whether in a meeting, a side conversation, or a Truth Social post.

Not only would this produce a chaotic and likely ineffective U.S. foreign policy, but the administration could run into some serious trouble with contingency planning. The NSC staff normally flags things that could go wrong and pulls together high-level working groups called "tiger teams" to prepare plans for worst-case scenarios. The Biden administration ran tiger teams for Ukraine, various Taiwan scenarios, and a widening of the war in the Middle East. At least one looming crisis now deserves that type of attention.

Read: Inside the fight over Trump's foreign policy

On April 1 and 2, China carried out a maritime exercise called Strait-Thunder 2025A, for a quarantine of Taiwan and attacks on its military installations. Senior officials in the U.S. and allied nations saw this as a clear warning that China may be preparing a major action short of an invasion against Taiwan. It could, for example, impose a customs zone on Taiwan, whereby Beijing would control everything going in and out of it. The United States depends on Taiwan for semiconductor chips vital to the AI race--something the Trump administration is particularly concerned about--and a quarantine or customs zone would wreak havoc with that.

In any other administration, the NSC would run a tiger team for such an eventuality. Two senior directors would convene senior officials from all departments and the military, who would then come up with options for deterring China from taking any such action, for making sure the U.S. gets advance notice if China does act, and for responding in a manner that would frustrate China's effort. The team would consider sanctions, diplomacy, and military options. It would scrutinize the plans of the departments. Deputies and principals would then discuss the tiger team's plan and make adjustments. If China struck, America would be as ready as it could be.

The kind of coordination the NSC provides, whether in anticipating crises or responding to them, does not happen automatically, even when Cabinet officials get along with one another. And no single department or agency can replace the NSC's role, because none has a sufficient overview of the whole field, or of all the tools the U.S. government can bring to bear. If one department did take the lead over all the others, it would likely be biased in favor of using the tools it controls and advancing its institutional interests.

Trump seems to think that he doesn't need any of this, that he knows what to do in any circumstance and doesn't need "options" and "recommendations" served up to him. In his mind, he just needs a small team to carry out his orders. But if China makes a move against Taiwan, especially if it is novel and unexpected, Trump may find himself asking what choices he has. If the plans have not been prepared, he will not be able to choose among them. Instead, the country will be dangerously exposed, relying solely on the president's gut instinct on a subject he knows little about.
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Ukraine's New Way of War

American weapons are important, but Ukrainian drones have changed everything.

by Nataliya Gumenyuk

Since entering office in January, President Donald Trump has pressed for a negotiated settlement to the war in Ukraine, largely on Russian terms. "You don't have the cards right now," Trump told Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in their infamous February Oval Office meeting--suggesting that Ukraine could resist a Russian takeover only with continued American military backing or Russia's voluntary restraint.

And yet, despite flagging U.S. support, Ukrainian forces continue to hold the Russians off, and their resilience points to Kyiv's growing autonomy from the United States. In fact, the conflict's front line, which extends for about 1,900 miles and features intense combat along 700 of them, has not moved much since Trump took office in January. What's keeping Ukraine in the fight is not Russian mercy, or even solely American arms: It's innovation.

In just three years, Ukraine's military has evolved from defending itself with leftover Soviet weapons to pioneering a new kind of warfare. In 2022, observers described combat in Ukraine as 20th-century-style trench warfare, dependent on tanks. Ukrainian soldiers had little choice but to fire whatever old shells they could find. The nature of the battlefield had changed by 2023 once the United States and other Western allies began supplying Ukraine with advanced weapons systems, including HIMARS rocket launchers and ATACMS long-range missiles. Recently, however, the U.S. president has thrown the future of American military aid to Ukraine into question. Last month, he even suggested that the U.S. might hesitate to sell Ukraine Patriot missile systems.

Anne Applebaum: Nobody in Ukraine thinks the war will end soon

Fortunately for Ukraine, American weapons are not the only factor that has rebalanced the battlefield in the past three years. Starting in 2024, Ukrainian-made drones definitively changed the way both sides waged war. For Ukraine, the adjustment was not just tactical, but a broader, doctrinal evolution in how its military fights.

In March, I embedded with three different frontline brigades to see firsthand how they were engaging the enemy, and what the new technology they employed could mean if Ukraine loses access to American weapons systems. Drones now guide artillery, deliver payloads, resupply units, and even map out minefields. They're fast, cheap, adaptable--and built right at home. Brigades across the front use them daily, and unlike tanks or long-range missiles, these systems can be updated weekly to meet changing battlefield demands. They are what's keeping Ukraine in the fight--and they may just be changing the face of warfare more generally.

The 13th Khartiia Brigade, a combat unit of the Ukrainian National Guard, is fighting in the North Kharkiv region. At the time of my visit, the front line was relatively stable, as the Ukrainians slowly pushed enemy troops closer to the Russian border. (Full disclosure: I have family serving in the Khartiia Brigade.)

Watch: The war in Ukraine enters its fourth year

Reconnaissance drones survey the front line 24 hours a day. Nothing that happens within 20 kilometers on either side escapes their view. In the early spring, the trees were bare, and after a year of active combat, most buildings had been destroyed. The sight lines were clear, and the drones could pick up the slightest movement.

Khartiia had managed to cut off the logistics of some Russian units in the area, and early on the morning of March 19, several soldiers indicated that they were ready to surrender. Four of them followed a Ukrainian drone that guided them out of the forest--only for a Russian drone to strike two of them. Ukrainian soldiers later told me that the surviving two said they'd spent more than eight months in the area, including more than a month in a tiny dugout. They'd surrendered primarily from hunger.

At one of the brigade's tactical operation centers, a room where one battalion monitors its territory across a multiscreen display with maps, I watched black-and-white aerial footage of Ukrainian attack drones striking a Russian dugout in the forest. A battalion commander who went by the call name Zhyvchyk--"Zest" in Ukrainian--told me that more than 18 Russian soldiers had surrendered to his battalion in the previous month. In one incident captured on video, a Russian soldier threw a grenade into his commander's dugout before surrendering. He told the reconnaissance unit that his commanders were receiving air-dropped food parcels that they weren't sharing with subordinates.

The Ukrainian military has developed a battlefield-management system called Delta, which integrates information from reconnaissance, drones, satellite imagery, and intelligence. Khartiia is considered one of the most technologically savvy units, with the best analytics: Its Delta map is marked with symbols and colors that differentiate among active Ukrainian and Russian dugouts, showing which have been smashed or overtaken so that drone pilots can make quick decisions and avoid wasting drones.

As sophisticated as the combat zone looks on-screen in the tactical operation center, in real life, it is very primitive. For more than a year, the Ukrainian and Russian militaries have avoided using heavily fortified trenches, because they are too visible from the sky. Instead infantry soldiers squeeze into foxholes in groups of two or three. To defend themselves from drone strikes, both armies seek to jam the signals that link drones to their operators, often using portable electronic-warfare systems. Those mounted to the tops of vehicles cost anywhere from several hundred to several thousand U.S. dollars.

The drones themselves run a gamut of cost and lethality. FPV (or first-person-view) drones, informally known as kamikazes because they destroy themselves, are the cheapest, starting at $350. Among the more expensive drones are bombers, which drop explosives for air strikes or remote land-mining and can be used multiple times. Operating them is more dangerous than the kamikazes: They need to return to their pilots for reloading, so the operators' positions risk being spotted.

Ukrainians speak with particular pride of their heavy bombers, or Vampires. Russians have nicknamed these "Baba Yaga," after a mythological Slavic witch who flies in a mortar and pestle. Vampires cost anywhere from $10,000 to $20,000 and are mainly used in fights, but also for logistics: They can deliver ammunition, medicine, and food to the infantry and to other pilots. A Vampire can carry as much as 33 pounds and fly more than six miles. Khartiia commanders claim that Russian delivery drones can carry no more than a pound.

During the week of my embed, the Russian military identified and destroyed a few of the Vampire pilots' positions. Still, I was permitted to visit one pilot position where a team of three soldiers stayed up at night, sending Vampires out with parcels of ammunition, food, and medicine from dusk 'til dawn.

I asked Zhyvchyk to summarize how Ukraine's war-fighting had changed over three years. He gave me a handwritten essay, literally titled "How the War Has Changed Since 2022." A 28-year-old from a predominantly Russian-speaking part of the Donbas region, he had been working with a tutor to improve his written Ukrainian. That essay was his homework. It read, in part:

In 2022, all operations involved artillery, armed vehicles, and infantry. The major battles were about controlling height to observe more and react faster. In all three categories, Russia surpassed Ukraine. To support artillery so they are more precise, we started using observation drones, called "wedding drones," which photographers often use at weddings. Later, we started using kamikaze drones and bombers. Then the land drones appeared, tasked with delivering and even evacuating the wounded. In 2022, it was still possible to create trenches in the field and successfully defend them. Today, being there means death for 100 percent of people. Nobody any longer pursues mass attacks using armored vehicles, as they'd be destroyed before they approach the front line. The infantry creates its positions when the drones cannot see it.



A drone pilot by the call name of Yenot, with the 93rd Separate Mechanized Brigade, fights in the Donetsk region. (Nataliya Gumenyuk)




FPV (or first-person-view) drones, informally known as kamikazes because they self-destruct, are the cheapest, at around $350. (Nataliya Gumenyuk)



My next embed was with the 93rd Separate Mechanized Brigade, Kholodnyi Yar, one of Ukraine's largest and most legendary brigades. Before the current war, it was involved in peacekeeping operations in Sierra Leone, Liberia, and Lebanon, and it is known for winning battles with infantry vehicles and heavy artillery. Nevertheless, drones have changed the way it fights.

The 93rd was in a part of Donbas, in the direction of Toretsk, that had seen intense engagement over the past three years. A kamikaze-drone pilot by the call name of Yenot, or "Raccoon," told me he'd participated in some of the war's most brutal battles, including near Bakhmut.

We drove to his position at 4 a.m. at high speed, passing obliterated villages. Once we'd settled into the dugout, I watched a live video feed of the territory and was struck by the wasteland Donbas had become. What soldiers called "gardens" were trees burned to ashes. Not even the skeletons of houses remained, only rubble. But Yenot still found targets: some movement near a dugout, a Russian observation drone, a vehicle.

Yenot, now 36, served in the 93rd Brigade during the first Russian invasion, in 2015 and 2016. Back then, he was wounded in a fight near the Donetsk airport, by a sniper who shot him from less than a quarter of a mile away. He told me he could no longer imagine fighting at such close range. Now, from a basement, he could kill a Russian soldier several kilometers away with greater precision than that sniper.

A Russian soldier appeared on Yenot's screen, riding a motorbike. He was most likely delivering ammunition to one of the dugouts, Yenot told me--"a suicide mission," in his estimation. He dispatched a drone to strike the Russian man, but the explosive did not detonate. Then he sent a second, which struck him dead.

To compare drone warfare to a video game is a cliche, Yenot told me, that doesn't begin to capture the tension of knowing that the enemy is constantly searching out your position for attack. When a soldier leaves his dugout to launch a drone strike, or even to use the bathroom, he first checks with neighboring units and scans interactive maps to see if an enemy drone is nearby. In the summer of 2024, a dugout where Yenot was piloting observation drones came under attack. For more than eight hours, he ran between dugouts seeking shelter as the foxholes were smashed one by one.

Before joining the army, Yenot studied marketing and worked at a bank in Dnipro, a large city in the South. He had never studied to become a drone pilot. On the job, he learned to be one of the best in his battalion.

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

The day I spent watching Yenot, his work was unremitting. He fought and communicated with other units continuously, making innumerable high-pressure decisions about how much ammunition to use when. His only breaks came when the battery for the observation drones that support the attack drones needed to recharge. He didn't have time for a proper meal--he did drink six or seven energy drinks that day, which he told me was typical.

At one point, Yenot spotted a Russian tank moving through his terrain. Tanks are tough to destroy with kamikaze drones, and Ukraine had no nearby artillery unit for support. But if he could pull it off, he'd be removing a $1 million piece of Russian equipment from the field. Yenot ordered his subordinates to experiment with the different types of explosives their drones could deliver. Some payloads might not be effective; others might be lost because of signal jamming. He expended five drones, each costing $500 to $600, then agonized over whether to keep going. He had to hold some drones back, until the next shipment, for self-defense. In the end, he decided he'd done enough damage to the tank--the soldiers in it probably survived, but the tank now had some vulnerabilities that a more powerful Ukrainian weapon could successfully exploit.

The brigade's press officer suggested to me that a drop-off in Western weapon supplies might not be as devastating as once thought. At this point, some 40 percent of weapons on the front line are produced in Ukraine. And foreign supplies have never been a cure-all. During the grueling battle for Bakhmut, Yenot told me, Ukraine had too few shells, and those it did have had been produced by a hodgepodge of foreign companies. This made precise targeting difficult to calibrate, because every shell was different. Today artillery shells are still in short supply--but the 93rd mainly uses them when drones need to be recharged.

My last visit was to the area around Pokrovsk, in the region of Donetsk, where I embedded with the 68th Jaeger Brigade. The 68th was formed in early 2022, from civilians, and is not as well known or resourced as the tech-savvy Khartia or the legendary 93rd.

The soldiers in the reconnaissance squad had worked before the war in commerce, construction, and even car smuggling. They were initially in infantry reconnaissance, but now they were all pilots. Not one I spoke with had ever flown in a passenger plane. The unit commander went by the call name Zmiy, or "Snake." When I visited, his squad was testing the mobile launch of a Ukrainian-made observation drone, called Leleka, from a field by a forest to avoid detection. A Leleka drone can fly up to 62 miles round-trip and provide both a livestream and a recording. It costs more than $38,000--a significant expense for this team, so the unit was extremely careful handling it.


A soldier from the reconnaissance squad of the 68th Jaeger Brigade tends to a Leleka drone after its flight. (Nataliya Gumenyuk)



Milka, the commander of one of the 68th's infantry squads (his call name means "Chocolate Bar") told me he was tasked with preparing teams for a battlefield surveilled constantly from the air. When infantrymen arrive at their positions, they have less than an hour to dig foxholes that can accommodate two or three men for a period of days. What they can't carry on their backs is delivered by drones. Exiting the foxhole for any reason is dangerous. On the worst days, soldiers relieve themselves into plastic bags. The brigade rotates its infantry only on days when fog, rain, snow, or heavy wind limit the enemy's visibility. On some occasions, infantrymen have been stuck in their positions for weeks or even months.

Drones are "the scariest weapon ever," Viktor, a medic with the 68th Brigade, told me. In years past, medics could hope to evacuate wounded soldiers in time to save their lives. That's rarely practical now. When the 68th first arrived in the Pokrovsk area a year ago, its predecessors told the medics not to drive anywhere, because their ambulance didn't have electronic-warfare capabilities that could help it evade drone strikes. Even retrieving the dead has become risky. The medics have taught soldiers how to treat themselves and one another. Infantrymen and women carry medicine with them on their missions, and their medics often guide them remotely, learning as much as they can about the types of injuries sustained and sending needed equipment by drone.

Oleksandr Pipa, a Ukrainian rock musician of the 1990s, runs a workshop in Kyiv that makes drones. The drone sector is full of such people from creative fields, particularly filmmaking. A young worker I spoke with in Pipa's shop--a veteran of the battle of Bakhmut--knew nothing of his boss's fame.

As many as 150 Ukrainian companies now produce some 100,000 drones a month, Oleksandr Kamyshin, an adviser to President Zelensky and a former minister for strategic industries, told me. Pipa's outfit is relatively small, but it is in regular contact with frontline soldiers and upgrades its products almost every other week to suit their needs, Pipa told me. Because Ukrainian drone production is highly diversified, the Russian military never really knows what specific product it will be confronting. This confers an advantage on Ukraine--Pipa compares the country's drone producers to an "army of ants."

Modern military doctrine is all about controlling the airspace, Andrii Zagorodniuk, a former Ukrainian minister of defense, told me. And what Ukraine lacks in missiles and airpower, it has partly made up for with drones, such that Russia can't fully control the airspace in its war with Ukraine.

Of course, Russia is adapting its technology, too. It has started using fiber-optic drones, which are tied to the ground by thin fiber-optic cables that unwind as the drone flies. This makes them impossible to jam, but they have to fly low and can therefore be tangled by physical nets.

Photos: Ukraine's battlefield drones

Ukraine's innovation in unmanned aerial systems is a homegrown response to an asymmetrical war. Drones will never eliminate the need for other kinds of weaponry. If Ukraine had more long-range weapons and aircraft, it could destroy Russian command and control centers farther from the line of contact and hinder approaching enemy infantry. But without enough such military capabilities, the Ukrainian army has been forced to find other solutions, even at a cost in lives. Its inventiveness is now its best insurance against an uncertain future.

If the U.S. does reduce or suspend military aid to Ukraine, the military's first concern will be missiles for American-produced Patriot air-defense systems, which are mainly used to protect civilian populations in urban areas. According to the Ukrainian analytical center Texty.org.ua, Russian drone and missile strikes on 12 frontline and neighboring Ukrainian regions have doubled in Trump's first two months in office, compared with the last two months of Joe Biden's term. To push Ukraine to surrender, Moscow may be forcing Ukraine to use up its stockpiles of air-defense interceptors, so that it can then rain terror on these towns later.

In early March, the United States briefly suspended the military aid and intelligence that the Biden administration had promised Ukraine. After some delay and confusion, the delivery flights resumed. But Trump has made clear, repeatedly, that he has little interest in continuing to supply Ukraine with weapons, and that what he wants is a peace deal, which has so far eluded him.

I asked soldiers and army press officers how the military was responding to the changing winds from Washington. Most said a version of the same thing--that war has taught them to focus on the assignment in front of them and not to worry too much about what's beyond their control.

"Never, never watch the news, that's what I tell my people," Milka, from the 68th Brigade, told me. "I am very practical. If I'm invited to eat borscht, I do it if I see it on the plate in front of me. Yet if someone tells me that we might go and eat borscht somewhere tomorrow, I won't even bother about that." Yenot, from the 93rd Brigade, offered a different analogy: "Any soldier can see as far as his gear allows, whether it's binoculars, a Mavic drone, or satellite. The commander in chief may know the whole situation: He knows whether we have no ammunition and no money left to continue fighting."

As Ukraine's partners speak of peace deals and security guarantees, Ukraine's armed forces are adapting in every way they can to continue carrying out their mission: to defend a stretch of border, to hold off Russian advances on a particular town. They cannot afford the luxury of counting on American commitments or Russian concessions, because for most Ukrainians, what matters above all is physical safety. And the only force protecting human lives in Ukraine is the Ukrainian military.
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Trump Is Making Netanyahu Nervous

Cracks are showing in the U.S.-Israel alliance.

by Daniel Byman




Donald Trump's itinerary for his recent trip to the Middle East featured a glaring omission. The president visited Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Qatar, but not Israel, ostensibly America's main ally in the region. When asked about the snub, he insisted that it wasn't a snub at all: "This is good for Israel," Trump said, referring to the alliances he'd be strengthening with countries that were, notably, not named Israel.

By passing over the country, Trump gave a clear signal that Israel's concerns are not his top priority in the Middle East, and perhaps haven't been for some time. Judging by his administration's approach to the region, this shouldn't come as a surprise. Trump has pursued policies that have repeatedly undermined the agenda of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu--and show that divisions between the United States and Israel are widening.

Most Israelis welcomed Trump's reelection: Almost two-thirds of them believed he would support their interests more than Kamala Harris would, and with good reason. In his first term, he'd moved the U.S. embassy to Jerusalem, torn up America's nuclear deal with Iran, recognized Israelis' annexation of the Golan Heights, and helped normalize their relations with several Arab countries. Unlike Harris, their thinking went, Trump wouldn't compromise with Iran or make them yield to Hamas. Four months into his administration, their faith is being tested.

Read: Trump is crushing the Netanyahu myth

Let's start with Iran. For weeks, the U.S. has been negotiating with Israel's archenemy over its nuclear program, raising the possibility that the Trump administration might relieve sanctions and soften its stance toward the regime. A deal isn't inevitable, but the prospect alone is anathema to Netanyahu, who detested America's previous nuclear agreement and has made opposition to Iran his signature foreign-policy mission.

Gaza, too, has become a source of disagreement, particularly this month, as Israel has ramped up missile strikes on the region. The renewed offensive not only disrupts Trump's (ridiculous) plan to "take over" the region and rebuild it as the "Riviera of the Middle East"; it also highlights his failure to end the conflict, which he'd promised to do in short order. Netanyahu wants Hamas to be "totally defeated," a goal he can't achieve without substantially prolonging the war. But earlier this month, Trump called for a cease-fire, prompting fears in Israel that American support for its military campaign might not last. In another worrisome sign for Israel, the Trump administration recently negotiated the release of an Israeli American dual citizen, Edan Alexander, without the country's involvement. This bolstered Netanyahu's critics, who say he hasn't done enough to free the remaining several dozen Israeli hostages, more than 20 of whom are believed to be alive.

Syria is another sore subject for Israel. During his trip to Saudi Arabia, Trump met with Ahmed al-Sharaa, Syria's new head of state--the first time a U.S. president has met with a leader from the country in 25 years. Trump announced that he was lifting U.S. sanctions and called al-Sharaa "attractive" and "pretty amazing." Those probably aren't the words Netanyahu would use. Israel sees al-Sharaa as a threat, not least because of his former ties to al-Qaeda. In hopes of weakening his new regime, Israel has bombed Syria, built military bases along their shared border, and supported the Syrian Druze opposition. Israeli officials had asked the Trump administration to keep sanctions in place. Trump didn't listen.

Read: Can one man hold Syria together?

The United States is also defying Israel's interests in Yemen. After the October 7 massacre, the Houthis in Yemen began attacking American naval vessels and conducting missile strikes on Israel in solidarity with Hamas. The U.S. responded by attacking the Houthis, which Israel applauded. Then, earlier this month, the Trump administration negotiated a cease-fire with the Houthis. Israel was pointedly excluded from the deal and left to fend for itself: The agreement was announced only two days after a Houthi missile struck the country's main airport, and additional strikes on Israel have followed the cease-fire.

More broadly--and perhaps most important in the long term--the Trump administration is less inclined to take on the assertive role that America has traditionally played in the Middle East, and which Israel has come to depend on. Under President Joe Biden, the U.S. maintained a sizable military presence in the region and provided enormous support for Israel's campaign in Gaza, even as his administration pushed Israel to negotiate a cease-fire and work with moderate Palestinians. Trump, by contrast, is withdrawing some troops from Syria and has staffed his Cabinet with officials who share his skepticism of foreign intervention. America's leadership in the Middle East has shaped the region in ways that have massively benefited Israel: deterring and coercing Iran, neutralizing the Islamic State and other terrorists, and conciliating moderate Arab states such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia. The Trump administration won't abandon those roles, but it is already pulling back from some of them.

None of this means, however, that the U.S.-Israel alliance is in crisis. Disagreements will continue to emerge, but Israelis have reason to believe that America's support will generally remain strong. Most of Trump's advisers still see themselves as backers of Israel, as do most congressional Republicans. Despite fears from some Israelis, Trump seems unlikely to withdraw support from their military operations in Gaza, in part because he has expressed so little concern for the humanitarian crisis afflicting Palestinians. And the president has continued to support militant Israeli settlers in the West Bank, and appointed an ambassador, Mike Huckabee, who has previously backed Israel's campaign to annex the region. (Ironically, some of this support has made Netanyahu's job harder by emboldening the far right of his coalition, whose calls for sweeping policy changes are getting more difficult for him to ignore.)

Nevertheless, Israel's situation has fundamentally changed compared with only a few years ago. Relative to previous presidents, Trump is much more willing to ignore the country's interests and pursue goals that openly subvert them. Israel isn't likely to lose America as an ally. But that ally could soon make the Middle East look a lot more threatening.
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'All They Want Is America. All They Have Is Panama.'

They thought they'd reached their journeys' end. Now many of them have come full circle.

by Gisela Salim-Peyer


Serwarah, 21, from Afghanistan, at Hogar Luisa, a Catholic Church reception center for refugees and migrants in Panama City (Tarina Rodriguez for The Atlantic)



The Decapolis Hotel advertises "spacious suites & ocean views" in a business area in Panama City. The glass tower is also one of the few hotels in the city that can accommodate 299 people on short notice. When three planes carrying non-Panamanian deportees arrived in mid-February from the United States, the Decapolis redirected its guests to partner hotels and turned over its trendy lobby to armed security personnel, who ensured that no one could get in or out.

Comfortable rooms were repurposed as prison cells, with police officers stationed in the hallways to ensure that people left only for meals. Still, the migrants managed to communicate with journalists by holding written messages up to the windows. One Iranian woman wrote HELP US in lipstick on the glass.

These were the first migrants Donald Trump sent away in a third-country deportation agreement. Some had intended to apply for asylum in the United States--a right enshrined in U.S. and international law. But Trump has suspended the asylum process as part of his immigration crackdown. Many of the 299 people shipped off to Panama--some without even knowing where the planes they'd boarded were bound--now find themselves in a dangerous purgatory. Some don't feel they can return to their countries of origin, but also don't wish to stay in Panama, or don't trust that their asylum pleas will be given due consideration there.

Read: The rushed, blundering effort to send deportees to third countries

Inconveniently, the U.S. planes arrived in Panama at a moment when the country's leader was keen on reducing immigration. President Jose Raul Mulino campaigned last year on building a Trumpian border wall. But when Trump started threatening to seize the Panama Canal, Mulino sought to placate him, even if that meant putting Trump's anti-immigration agenda before his own. Mulino sought to reassure the public that the migrants' stay in Panama was essentially a long layover on the way to deportation: "We hope to get them out of there as soon as possible." Government officials emphasized that the migrants were "in transit," just like the ships passing through the Panama Canal. But Mulino has said on other occasions that international law would be respected, and that no one would be forced to return to a country where they didn't feel safe.

In mid-March, I went to Panama to find out what might become of the migrants who were still there--those who, politicians kept saying, are in transit, but who seem to have nowhere else to go.


A migrant woman stands by the door of a dormitory at Fe y Alegria, a center providing shelter and assistance to those deported from the United States. (Tarina Rodriguez for The Atlantic)




A migrant woman hangs laundry outside Fe y Alegria. (Tarina Rodriguez for The Atlantic)



In the early days after the planes' arrival, some of the migrants told me, staffers from the United Nations International Organization for Migration showed up at the hotel and paid each person a visit. According to those I spoke with, the IOM staffers told them that they could either fly home right away on a commercial airline or wait to be deported by the Panamanian authorities. More than half of the migrants signed repatriation documents and flew to their countries of origin, such as India and Uzbekistan.

The Panamanian authorities and the IOM called these returns "voluntary." "IOM does not carry out forced returns or coerce people to voluntarily depart," an IOM spokesperson told me. "Our role is limited to assisting those who choose to return so they may do so safely."

But how well the migrants understood their options is not clear. A Chinese man who identified himself as Xu told me that a woman he'd met at the hotel had texted him from the Istanbul airport. (Xu asked me to withhold his full name so Chinese officials wouldn't know his location.) She told him that she had agreed to repatriate only because she thought she had no choice. When she landed in Istanbul for a layover, she refused to board the connecting flight to China. Then she learned that the people who hadn't signed the repatriation documents had stayed in Panama. She asked Xu if he could talk with someone to arrange her return. Xu wasn't able to help her, and the last time I talked with him, he said that the woman had spent five days in the Istanbul airport before making it to another country, and that she didn't want to talk with reporters. (The IOM spokesperson declined to comment on the woman's case.)

Staff from Panama's National Refugee Office visited the Decapolis and invited the 100 or so remaining migrants to apply for asylum. But the government's public messaging had given them little reason to believe the offer was sincere. On February 19, soon after the migrants landed in Panama, Security Minister Frank Abrego had declared at a press conference: "At no point will Panama offer asylum to any of these people." Hardly any of the migrants made claims at first.

Still, five women from Cameroon and one from Ghana decided to take advantage of the opportunity. "America doesn't want us and sent us here," one of them told me. "Let's stay here." Asylum decisions usually take years, but an initial decision as to whether their cases were eligible to move forward would take about two weeks from the asylum hearing, they were told. In fact, it came in two days: All six applications were refused. (The national refugee agency, known by its Spanish acronym as ONPAR, did not respond to my request for interviews or comment.)

One of the women was a 32-year-old who fled Cameroon amid fighting last November. She asked me to withhold her name so that assailants in her home country wouldn't be able to locate her. In her asylum hearing, she said that police officers had entered her house and raped her in front of her siblings, and that the police had burned her whole village. But she also said she hoped to work in Panama, because she was "the only one able to send money to her family." In the refusal letter, the agency argued on the basis of these words that she was an economic migrant and therefore not in need of asylum.

She and the other remaining migrants were transported from the Decapolis to a camp in San Vicente, in the Darien Gap, the same jungle many of them had crossed by foot on their journey to the United States. They spent three weeks there, amid filth and mosquitos, in unrelenting heat--and without access to lawyers or phones, according to the migrants I spoke with as well as a Human Rights Watch report. Then Panamanian officials came and told them they were free to leave.

They were given permits that allowed them to live, but not work, in Panama for 90 days. All they had to do was sign a document certifying that the Panamanian authorities had treated them well and another agreeing to the terms of the 90-day permit. According to a lawyer who has worked with this group since, some at first refused to sign--they had questions about what the permit entailed--but were pressured into doing so under threat of deportation. (Panama's security ministry declined to comment on the claim that migrants were pressured to sign.) Then they boarded buses that would take them back to Panama City.

The first two buses dropped the migrants off in the parking lot of a shopping mall late on March 8. UNICEF staffers were there waiting for the families with children, to bring them to a hotel. The rest were on their own. Some had been in touch with Caitlyn Yates, a blond, bespectacled American who'd moved to Panama as a doctoral student to study the migration of Asians and Africans through the Darien Gap to North America. When Yates found out that some of her research subjects were on their way to Panama City, she messaged the Panamanian lawyer Victor Atencio, who was also following the migrants' situation closely. Yates and Atencio arrived at the parking lot less than an hour after the migrants, ready to help.

The migrants didn't know it, but Atencio was probably the reason they'd been allowed to leave the Darien Gap. A robust, buttoned-up man of 50, he had read about the migrants in The New York Times. He'd filed a habeas corpus petition that the Panamanian government had ignored. Then he sued Panama before the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, asking the court to set some "precautionary measures": for the migrants to be set free, communication with lawyers to be allowed, and deportation to be deferred. Several legal organizations, including the Global Strategic Litigation Council, joined the suit.

The day before Panama's deadline to respond to the court, it released the migrants and gave them the 90-day permits. According to GSLC's lawyers, the Panamanian government claimed that it had not mistreated the migrants or held them incommunicado. The human-rights commission eventually declined to set the precautionary measures, but reminded Panama to follow international law.

By the time the buses arrived that March night, only a chicken joint and a McDonald's remained open in the mall's food court. Yates bought everyone a meal as Atencio called hotels in the city to find one with availability. Together, they stopped taxis one by one, until there were enough to go to the hotel in a caravan. Samin Haider, a 22-year-old Pakistani, would later describe that night to me as the first time he'd felt hope after arriving in Panama. Yates and Atencio weren't the only ones who showed the migrants kindness. There was the McDonald's cashier who offered them free ice cream, the mall employee who allowed the food court to stay open late, and the taxi drivers who didn't want to be paid.

In mid-March, I visited Hogar Luisa, a two-story house owned by a Catholic charity that Yates had approached and that now sheltered about a dozen of the migrants. Many more were sleeping at a school gym repurposed into a camp by Fe y Alegria, another Catholic charity Yates had enlisted. The migrants were finally free to come and go as they pleased, but so were reporters. They were a bit tired of us.


A migrant woman rests on a mattress at Fe y Alegria. (Tarina Rodriguez for The Atlantic)




Hogar Luisa, a Catholic Church reception center in Panama City, is providing shelter for many of the third-country nationals the U.S. deported to Panama. (Tarina Rodriguez for The Atlantic)



"Why do you ask so many questions?" a Nigerian woman asked me, laughing. "We all have the same story." She asked me to withhold her name out of fear of reprisals against her son, who is still in Nigeria. She said she descends from a long line of priestesses in the local religion of her home region, but she didn't want to be one herself. Instead, she married a Christian and converted to Christianity. When her grandmother, the "priestess of the shrine," found out, she pledged to kill her in punishment.

An Iranian woman I met had also converted to Christianity, in a Muslim country where apostasy can be punishable by death. (She asked to remain anonymous to protect her Christian relatives in Iran, and in case she is forced to return.) She'd owned a gym and was married to an electrical engineer. The police learned that the couple were hosting Christian services at their house, and so they'd fled.

A young Pakistani man named Syed Saqlain Badshah told me he'd led student protests in Parachinar in 2017. He'd been hiding from the Pakistani Taliban ever since. A woman named Dora Zhou didn't want to tell me why she and her two teenage daughters had left China. "It's too painful," she wrote on her phone. "I had no choice but to leave."

I spent perhaps the most time with a 21-year-old woman from Afghanistan who asked to be identified only by her middle name, Serwarah, out of fear of retaliation against her relatives still in the country. She grew up in Maymana, a small city in Faryab province, near the country's northern border with Turkmenistan. As a girl she'd read Napoleon Hill's bootstrapping best seller from 1937, Think and Grow Rich, and she'd planned to study accounting in college and launch her own clothing brand. That was before the Taliban took over. Then those avenues all closed, and her grandmother told her that a Talib with two wives who was many decades older had requested her hand in marriage. She'd known this man all her life--he was her mother's distant cousin--and she wondered when he'd begun thinking of her that way.

To escape this marriage, Serwarah fled Afghanistan in 2021, when she was 17. She settled first in Iran. From there, she tried to cross into Turkey by foot, only to be stopped at the Turkish border and raped by a Turkish border-police officer. She was sent back to Iran. In 2023, she was accepted to Near East University, in Northern Cyprus, one of the few places in Europe where Afghan nationals can get visas on arrival. But officials at Ercan Airport refused to admit her. She decided to make her way to the United States.

From the September 2022 issue: I smuggled my laptop past the Taliban so I could write this story

Serwarah acquired a fake visa for Brazil, where she landed in November 2024, and from there she took buses, trekked the Darien Gap, and took more buses all the way to the United States. Somewhere along the way, she learned that in her absence, the Talib had requested to marry her little sister. She thought about returning and marrying him so that her sister would be spared. But her favorite uncle told her over the phone, If you come back, the Taliban will stone you to death. And he'll still marry your sister.

The night Serwarah left Afghanistan, her sister had insisted she take one thing with her: their great-grandmother's ring, a ruby surrounded by tiny Afghan emeralds. It's the only possession she has kept--she attached it to her bra strap so it wouldn't get lost or stolen and told herself she'd put it on her finger when she reached America and applied for asylum.

When I met her in Panama, Serwarah was living in a shelter, but otherwise seemed in every way like the 21-year-old she was: She spent her days texting her boyfriend, an Afghan she'd met working in a perfumery in Iran, and taking the bus to the mall to buy makeup with money her uncle sent.

The heads of the charities hosting the migrants have years of experience. Panama is, after all, home to the Darien Gap, the treacherous stretch of jungle that separates South and Central America, which thousands of migrants have crossed by foot. But the migrants sent by plane from the United States presented challenges that even these professionals had never encountered, they told me.

From the September 2024 issue: Seventy miles in hell

Father Marco Tulio Gomez, the director of Fe y Alegria, and Jorge Ayala, of Hogar Luisa, normally work alongside government agencies. Both charities reached out to officials to talk about getting work permits for the migrants, and both told me that their calls went unanswered. The Apostolic Nunciature to Panama, the Pope's diplomatic mission in the country, also tried establishing contact with the authorities to no avail. Ayala told me he thought the Panamanian government might be putting off any decisions until it knows whether the Trump administration plans to send more migrants.

Father Gomez told me he was accustomed to working with migrants who were on their way north. "They still had a goal," he said. Many of those flown to Panama from the United States, by contrast, seem not to fully understand that America is, for now, not an option. Ayala is still trying to get them work permits, but he told me that most of them don't really want to stay in Panama. He worried that they would try their luck again crossing the U.S. border. "Between eyebrow and eyebrow, all they have is thoughts of going back," Ayala said. "All they want is America. All they have is Panama."


People rest and gather at Fe y Alegria. (Tarina Rodriguez for The Atlantic)



The group of lawyers that joined Atencio's lawsuit went on to file another lawsuit over Panama's treatment of migrants. The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights could take years to make a decision on it. The new lawsuit charges that Panama has not respected the rights of the migrants to seek asylum. Among other claims, it alleges that the Panamanian police obstructed some migrants from applying, and that those who did apply--the six women from Cameroon and Ghana--had no way to seek legal counsel, received immediate denials, and were told by Panamanian authorities not to appeal. "Everything indicates that the process sought to discourage access to protection rather than guarantee it," Silvia Serna, one of the lawyers on the suit, told me.

After the lawsuits were filed--the lawyers suggest because they were filed--those migrants who wished to seek asylum were better able to do so. At least three more have been denied, and no one has received a positive answer yet. But the national refugee agency has called some migrants back for interviews, suggesting that their cases may be receiving appropriate consideration.

Whether or not they can, however, very few of the migrants seem to want to apply for asylum in Panama. Ayala knows of only nine between the two shelters who have done so. Those I spoke with told me that they thought their claims would be pointless, and that anyway, they didn't want to live in Panama.

"I don't trust anyone in Panama," Narges, a reclusive Iranian woman, said when I asked her why she didn't want to apply for asylum. (Another Christian convert, she asked me to omit her last name to protect her relatives in Iran.)

"But do you have any other place to go?" I pressed.

"I don't trust anyone in Panama," she said again.

After the 90-day permit expires, Panama may well deport those who never sought asylum. "The fundamental framing of this permit was as a deferred deportation," Ian Kysel, a co-founder of the Global Strategic Litigation Council, told me. And yet, most of the people I spoke with in March either didn't understand this or had other plans they didn't share with me. When I spoke with migrants still in the shelters just this week, they told me that dozens had left since I was last there. Some, Serwarah texted me, have made it to Mexico.

The last day I went to the Fe y Alegria camp was sunny, with a nice breeze. Nigerian and Ghanaian women were braiding one another's hair under a tree, blasting Afrobeat. Eritreans and Ethiopians were playing Uno on plastic dining tables. Chinese kids had come to visit from the hotel and were running around, hiding behind some of the mattresses on the gym floor.

Serwarah wasn't there--she was staying at Hogar Luisa--but other Afghans had gathered around her closest friend in Panama, Suraiya Hussaini, a 25-year-old whose brother, Ali, had stayed behind in an ICE detention center and was now being deported to Afghanistan. As everyone around her looked forward to movie night, Suraiya looked numb. Serwarah, who heard the news from other Afghans, kept calling to ask for updates, but Suraiya had stopped answering her phone. Anxieties about deportation, which hadn't troubled Serwarah and other Afghans for a few days, had returned with vivid intensity, she later told me.


Women braiding hair at Fe y Alegria. (Tarina Rodriguez for The Atlantic)



Before I left Panama, I attended one of President Mulino's Thursday press conferences in Palacio de las Garzas, the presidential office and residence. I asked him whether the migrants would be able to stay in Panama once their 90-day humanitarian permits expired in June.

"I haven't considered this," Mulino answered. "The idea is that they leave before."

"And they do want to leave," he added. "They come from countries very, very far away."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/05/third-country-deportations-panama/682909/?utm_source=feed
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The Long War That Ended Last Week

The PKK is disarming. Can Turkey keep the peace?

by Robert F. Worth




Something remarkable happened last week, though it didn't get the attention it deserved: A long and brutal war came to an end.

For more than four decades, the Kurdish militant group known as the PKK waged an insurgency against the Turkish state that left some 40,000 people dead and reshaped the lives of millions. The PKK's announcement on May 12 that it had "fulfilled its historical mission" and was ending the armed struggle it has waged since 1984 got little notice outside Turkey, partly because the world was distracted by Donald Trump's flattery tour of the Persian Gulf monarchies. But that's the way it often is with wars: magnetic at the start, ignored when the violence fades. "War makes rattling good history," the novelist Thomas Hardy observed a century ago, "but peace makes poor reading."

The PKK's decision to disarm came two months after its imprisoned founder and leader, Abdullah Ocalan, issued a statement suggesting that the war had become obsolete. Ocalan had held secret meetings with the Turkish government for a year, but the content of those talks remains a mystery, and it is still far from clear what the PKK--or the Kurds more broadly--stands to gain from the group's decision to forswear violence and instead focus on "building a democratic society," as their announcement put it.

Read: Erdogan sets his sights on Israel

The Turkish government now has an opportunity to consolidate the peace by offering some kind of amnesty to the PKK's fighters, who have not yet handed over their abundant weapons, and by addressing the grievances that sparked the war in the first place: more cultural rights and respect for the Kurds, an ethnic group that makes up about 18 percent of Turkey's population. The Kurds are also substantial minorities in Syria, Iraq, and Iran, where the PKK insurgency had important spillover effects.

If Turkey fails to seize the moment, the conflict could erupt again. That has happened before. I was there the last time peace talks between the state and the PKK broke down, in 2015, and I saw the consequences up close. Cities and towns across southeastern Turkey were bombed, more than 1,000 people were killed in the following months, and thousands of activists and members of pro-Kurdish parties were thrown in prison on trumped-up charges. Many remain there.

So far, President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has described the PKK's decision as a victory against terrorism. But the PKK is expecting political concessions from Turkey, including amnesty for its fighters and a broader recognition of Kurdish political and cultural rights. As one of the group's leading figures, Murat Karayilan, said last week: "We believe the armed struggle must end--but unless the state makes legal changes, peace won't be possible in practice."

The PKK's leaders see their latest move less as a surrender than as the advent of a new phase in their movement, which has long promoted an ideology--leftist, secular, environmentalist--that sits uncomfortably with Erdogan's Islamist authoritarianism. That was apparent in the video the group released last week, showing a group of its leaders in combat fatigues, chanting an oath to Ocalan. "I will fight against the dominant and state-worshipping system that dominates our civilization," they said in unison. "I will keep alive all the values created by the PKK."

Ocalan has been living in isolation on the prison island of Imrali, in the Sea of Marmara, since his capture in 1999. Now a white-haired 77-year-old, he maintains a cultish authority over the PKK; his portrait hangs everywhere, and he is known by the reverential moniker Apo ("Uncle"). About 20 years ago, he became a devotee of Murray Bookchin, the late Jewish eco-anarchist then living in Vermont, and integrated Bookchin's thinking into the PKK's doctrine.

The government has been extremely guarded in its comments about Ocalan and the PKK's decision, but the viability of the new arrangement will depend on what it offers the group in exchange for relinquishing its weapons. "If they offer too little, that's a problem for the PKK and its supporters," Aliza Marcus, the author of Blood and Belief, a history of the movement, told me. If the government appears to be granting too much, that could anger Erdogan's right-wing-nationalist coalition partners, who tend to see Kurds as a threat to Turkish unity. That Ocalan will be released is very unlikely, for example, and his top deputies are expected to be given some kind of asylum in other countries. But many rank-and-file PKK members may be allowed to return to their old life.

One possible point of division lies in Syria, where an affiliate of the PKK has run a de facto statelet in that country's northeast for the past decade, holding up Ocalan as its ideological leader. Erdogan said the new announcement would apply to the Syrian affiliate, known as the Syrian Democratic Forces. But the leaders of the SDF have made clear that they will not be bound by it.

Within Turkey, whatever the outcome of the political give-and-take between Erdogan and the PKK, this peace effort seems likelier to hold than its predecessors, in part because the PKK has lost some of its earlier advantages. The Turkish military has developed killer drones and other technologies that allow it to hold Kurdish leaders under siege even in remote strongholds in the Qandil mountains of Iraqi Kurdistan. And many Kurds have grown weary of the war, which has made their life miserable for decades.

The Kurds also have something to offer Erdogan. He has hinted through proxies that he wants to change Turkey's constitution so that he can remain in power after his second term as president ends in 2028--but that would be difficult without the support of the Kurdish political parties. The Kurds would also like to see a revised constitution: one that would modify the definition of Turkish nationality--now framed in ethnic terms that make them feel excluded--to a more civic model.

Erdogan has never actually proposed this cynical quid pro quo, but comments by some of his allies suggest that it is at the core of the presumptive agreement with the PKK. If so, he is taking a risk. Changing the constitution would likely require a popular referendum, and polls suggest that most Turks oppose an amendment to allow the president a third term. Even the Kurds may balk.

Read: We study repression in Turkey. Now we see it here.

"If the constitution is not democratic, people won't vote for it," says Ceylan Akca, a parliamentarian who represents the city of Diyarbakir, in southeastern Turkey, for the pro-Kurdish party known as DEM.

Many ordinary Kurds have high expectations, Akca told me. They hope to see Kurdish political prisoners released from jail, greater tolerance for their language and culture, and a revision to the country's anti-terrorism law, which is now written in a way that appears to target Kurds. Above all, Akca said, they want a more inclusive understanding of what it means to be a Turkish citizen, whether that is reflected in the constitution or in government policies.

Akca traveled around Turkey in recent weeks, alongside other legislators, holding town-hall-style meetings to help ordinary Kurds make sense of the PKK's decision to stop fighting. Many of the gatherings were emotionally wrenching, she told me; a lot of the participants had lost family members in the insurgency.

"I saw a lot of people crying as they watched the announcement," Akca told me. "It's the end of an era." Her own message, she said, was to reassure people that a more peaceful and democratic day was coming.

"Now is the right time for the state to tell people they don't need to be afraid," she said.
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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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What Are People Still Doing on X?

Imagine if your favorite neighborhood bar turned into a Nazi hangout.

by Charlie Warzel




This has been a banner month for X. Last week, the social network's built-in chatbot, Grok, became strangely obsessed with false claims about "white genocide" in South Africa--allegedly because someone made an "unauthorized modification" to its code at 3:15 in the morning. The week prior, Ye (formerly Kanye West) released a single called "Heil Hitler" on the platform. The chorus includes the line "Heil Hitler, they don't understand the things I say on Twitter." West has frequently posted anti-Semitic rants on the platform and, at one point back in February, said he identified as a Nazi. (Yesterday on X, West said he was "done with antisemitism," though he has made such apologies before; in any case, the single has already been viewed tens of millions of times on X.)



These incidents feel all too natural for Elon Musk's social network. Even without knowing the precise technical reason Grok decided to do its best Alex Jones impression, the fact that it became monomaniacally obsessed with a white-supremacist talking point says something about what the platform has become since Musk took over in October 2022. Specifically, it validates that X has become a political weapon in his far-right activism. (To be clear, white farmers have been murdered in South Africa, which has one of the world's highest murder rates, according to Reuters. But there is no indication of a genocide. In 2024, eight of the 26,232 murders nationwide were committed against farmers. Most murder victims there are Black.)

Read: The day Grok told everyone about 'white genocide'

This has been obvious to anyone using the site or paying attention to Musk's managerial decisions. He's reinstated thousands of banned accounts (QAnon supporters and conspiracy theorists, and at least one bona fide neo-Nazi), and the platform is engorged with low-rent outrage porn, bigoted memes, MAGA AI slop, and, well, a lot of people proudly using racial slurs, frequently to attack other people. The platform's defenders would likely argue that X is an experiment in free-speech maximalism and that it is one of the only truly neutral zones on social media. Musk and his sycophants have constantly cited his takeover as an attempt to "solve free speech"; Joe Rogan has suggested that Musk has done just that. (This isn't quite accurate, as X has complied with government takedown requests, temporarily suspended journalist accounts, amplified accounts that promote Musk's worldview, and tried to censor words its owner doesn't like: Last year, it briefly warned users who attempted to use the word cisgender in posts, after Musk said he considers it a "slur.")



But Grok's white-genocide Wednesday is a major indication that the platform is not neutral. Either X has a natural bias, based on the site's architecture and user base--that is, the chatbot, which is able to search tweets in real time, acts on an attitude that is endemic to the platform--or X is being directly manipulated to emphasize a certain viewpoint. In other words: Either way, X is racist. The only thing up for debate is whether this is a feature or a bug for those in charge.



Twitter always had an outsize cultural influence, and X--despite its marked decline under Musk--does as well. Yet mainstream culture is no longer dominant there: The media outlets and public figures are now punch lines for the site's main characters, Musk and his MAGA acolytes. Platform events such as the Grok rampage and Ye's "Heil Hitler" offer a window into the ways that X has become an accelerator for a broader, more durable culture of hate. It's not only that some of this vile discourse seeps out into the physical world (memes about immigrants eating cats and dogs leading to harassment in Ohio, Trump bringing up conspiracy theories about white genocide during an Oval Office meeting with the South African president)--it's that the worst of the internet is no longer relegated to the shadows. Instead, it is elevated, perhaps even at times normalized, by its proximity to everyone else's content.



Last Wednesday, as I watched Grok bring up white genocide in response to an anodyne query about the Toronto Blue Jays pitcher Max Scherzer's career earnings, I couldn't shake the question: Why are people still using this website? The same thought had also occurred to me around the time that Ye released "Heil Hitler" and I toggled over to X's algorithmic "For You" feed. It showed a smattering of the platform's least savory commentators posting about how the anti-Semitic anthem was "the song of the year" and how it had become popular in Thailand. What happened next is pretty standard: By clicking on a few posts about the song, I'd expressed enough interest in it that the platform fed me a steady stream of "Heil Hitler" content: AI-generated remixes of the song, covers, dozens of memes about how the song was secretly popular. I saw a video of a white couple singing the song in their car, throwing up Nazi salutes. Not long after that, I saw a link to a crowdfunding campaign for that same couple, who were asking for money to "relocate" after their video went viral and they were doxxed and "threatened." The couple set their funding goal at $88,000--a reference, almost assuredly, to "88," a neo-Nazi code for "Heil Hitler." This Russian nesting doll of irony-poisoned, loud-and-proud racism is a common experience in the algorithmic fever swamps of X.



It's worth noting that Ye's song was banned by other major streaming platforms and social networks. Writing about X, The New Yorker's Kelefa Sanneh said, "West has given the platform a kind of exclusive hit single--a song that can be heard almost nowhere else." Neo-Nazis and trolls expressed a palpable delight that all of this was happening on an ostensibly mainstream platform--wanton hatred not on 4chan or Stormfront, but on the same network where Barack Obama posted a condolence message about Joe Biden's cancer diagnosis. "Heil Hitler" is almost assuredly not the global phenomenon that the fascists on the platform think it is, but its prevalence on X is not nothing either. As Sanneh wrote last week, "We now live in an era when a top musician can distribute a song called 'Heil Hitler,' and there's no way to stop him. That is the true message of this song, which has spread and thrived beyond the reach of boycotts or shaming campaigns: no one is in charge."



In July 2020, the Twitter user Michael B. Tager shared an anecdote that went viral. Tager was at "a shitty crustpunk bar" when the gruff bartender kicked out a patron in a "punk uniform"--not because the customer was making a scene, but because he was wearing Nazi paraphernalia. "You have to nip it in the bud immediately," Tager recounted the bartender as saying. "These guys come in and it's always a nice, polite one. And you serve them because you don't want to cause a scene. And then they become a regular and after awhile they bring a friend." Soon enough, you're running a Nazi bar.



The Nazi bar is an apt analogy, yet it doesn't fully capture the weirdness of a social network and of the strange, modern power of algorithms to sort and segregate experiences. Many people use X merely to post about sports, follow news, or look at dumb memes, and they're probably having a mostly normal online experience; I don't have any wish to judge them. To torture the metaphor, though, they're sitting at a table outside the Nazi bar; their friends are there, they're having a good time, maybe they hear a slur emanate from the window from time to time. Others fully recognize that they're at a Nazi bar, but this was their bar first and they don't want to cede the territory; they're hanging around to debate, never mind that the bar's owner is palling around with the new customers.



Of course, with a broadcast social network like X, everyone is both a patron and an owner of sorts. Followers can feel like a kind of currency, built up over years: Some people don't leave the bar, because they're invested and don't want to dump their shares. Other people don't leave, because the alternative hangouts aren't enticing enough. Some simply don't want to give the Nazis the satisfaction of successfully driving them out. There is plenty of commentary, even among users of other platforms, about how Threads is bloodless (and owned by Mark Zuckerberg), Mastodon is inscrutable, and Bluesky is humorless.



These quibbles make some sense in the brain-rot context of social media, where people have been conditioned to think it's normal to have interactions with millions of strangers at the same time, but this is not really tenable or healthy. Nor is it something most people would tolerate in the physical world. If a billionaire bought one of your local haunts, renamed it, humiliated the employees, brought back many of the people who'd been banned for harassing other regulars, eliminated basic rules of decency, started having town halls with Republicans and a leader of the AfD, taking your business elsewhere would be perfectly rational. This is essentially what's happened on X, only the reality is wildly, at times comically, more extreme. A critical mass of the nation's politicians, news outlets, and major brands regularly post content for free to the exclusive streaming platform for the Ye song "Heil Hitler." This platform is owned by the world's richest man, a conspiracy theorizing GOP mega-donor who still holds a position in the Trump administration. Even if he winds down his official role, X will remain an instrument for Musk's politics. Let's pause to sit with the absurdity of these facts.



Acknowledging the role X plays in mainstreaming the worst constituencies makes for awkward conversations with those who continue to use it. These discussions grow exhausting, fast. There's a definite purity-politics flavor to any suggestion that people should take a moral stand and leave a social network, but also a pretty airtight case to be made for boycotting it. There is no ethical consumption under tech oligarchy, etc. You're not a Nazi simply because you use X--but also, what exactly are you doing there?



You may not have any interest in participating in a culture war. The problem is that on X, everything is a culture war. Culture war is the very point of the MAGA AI slop the platform traffics in and the viscerally cruel White House X account. Culture war is behind Tucker Carlson's choice to debut his post-Fox show on X and why Alex Jones livestreams on the platform every day. West's nihilistic neo-Nazi single is an act of culture war: Its message isn't just that X has energized his ideas, but that the platform renders people like Ye unignorable. Only Musk could shut this machine down, but plenty of others lend it their credibility and happily turn the cranks, ensuring that the culture war grinds on and on.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/05/stop-using-x/682931/?utm_source=feed
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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.


When we fed images of George Washington, Michelangelo's David, and Portrait of Madame X into Google's AI shopping tool and asked to "try on" revealing outfits, the bot readily produced AI-generated breasts.



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
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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




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


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."


Illustration by Mike McQuade. Source: JHU Sheridan Libraries / Gado / Getty



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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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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The Protective 'Politburo' That Hid Biden's Decline

Jake Tapper and Alex Thompson discuss their new book, <em>Original Sin</em>.

by The Editors




On a special edition of Washington Week With The Atlantic, CNN's chief Washington correspondent Jake Tapper and the Axios political correspondent Alex Thompson joined Jeffrey Goldberg to discuss Original Sin, their new book about when Joe Biden started showing signs of decline--and how some people behind the scenes questioned his fitness to serve as president.

In the four months since Biden left office, a consensus seems to have emerged that the former president's bid for reelection all but guaranteed Donald Trump's return to power. "There was the fine Joe Biden ... and then there was the nonfunctioning Biden," Tapper said last night. "And the nonfunctioning Biden would rear his head increasingly and more and more disturbingly as time went on."

"Now the question is," Tapper continued, "when did the nonfunctioning Biden emerge so often it was a real question as to whether he should serve for president?"

To see Tapper and Thompson discussing this and more with Goldberg, watch the full episode.
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The Conversations Trump's Doctors Should Be Having With Him

An elderly president's physicians should press him to think through hard questions about his health.

by Louise Aronson




In contrast to his aging predecessor, President Trump appears robust and energetic. Yet, like Joe Biden, Donald Trump is an elderly man, and he will become the oldest sitting president in U.S. history by the end of his second term. In light of recent revelations about Biden's declining health, as a doctor and an expert in aging, I have been thinking about the responsibilities of Trump's doctors to him and to the American public. If the way we care for elderly people is distinct because their bodies and risks are distinct, perhaps the care of an elderly president should be, too.



Presidents are getting older--which is to be expected, given the doubling of the average human lifespan across the 20th century. As we age, the likelihood of disease goes up significantly each decade (which makes sense because human mortality is holding steady at 100 percent). An elevated risk of disease shouldn't exclude a person from any job--even one as important as the U.S. presidency--but in elderhood, certain diseases become more prevalent, such as heart disease and cancer, the leading causes of death for adults. After age 70, a person is also at increased risk for one or more health conditions in a category unique to old age, the so-called geriatric syndromes, which include cognitive impairment, functional decline, falls, and frailty.



On the surface, Trump seems stronger and less vulnerable than Biden did. Yet looks do not necessarily reflect risk for illness and disability. A hallmark of advanced age is its variability: One person may be physically powerful but have dementia; another might have hearing loss but no cognitive changes; a third could have heart disease, diabetes, high blood pressure, and high cholesterol--physiologic time bombs that increase a person's risk of major events such as heart attacks, strokes, and death.



And Donald Trump has lived in a way that raises his risk for heart and other serious diseases as he ages. For years, he has been overweight or obese, as measured by his BMI--which doesn't distinguish between lean, muscular weight, and fat, meaning he is likely even less healthy than his abnormal BMI suggests. His gait, though better than Biden's, demonstrates the same weakness of many lower extremity muscle groups, and his history of eschewing formal, particularly muscle-building, exercise means that his risk for falls and frailty is increasing more quickly than they would with resistance and balance training--recent signs that he might be adopting healthier habits notwithstanding. Equally important, fat on a body indicates fat in and around the body's critical organs and blood vessels, including the brain and heart.



To truly understand our current president's health, as a doctor I would want to know and follow not just his BMI but also his percentages of fat and muscle, and to track his strength, hand grip, and walking speed. His doctors should be discussing those predictive measures with him, as well as the negative effects his lifestyle might have on his heart health and cancer risk.



That would be true for any older patient, but the president's crucial role may well change which additional tests his doctors should consider. For example, routine screening for prostate cancer--which Biden reportedly did not undergo--is not recommended for men over age 70 because most, even if they develop prostate cancer, will die of something else. But these tests might make sense for a president over age 70 because the risks of a serious form of the cancer would affect not just the man but the country and the wider world. Other tests that fall into this category might include functional heart and brain scans, additional cancer screenings beyond usual age cutoffs, and certain biomarkers.



More aggressive screening would still have trade-offs for both the president and the nation. It could subject the president to unnecessary procedures and psychological stress. Opponents might use even a clinically insignificant diagnosis to their advantage. But more aggressive screening might also enable earlier diagnosis or, if a potentially disabling or lethal condition is found, succession planning.



Because the risk of adverse health events increases throughout the last third of life, we geriatricians recommend discussing what's known as "goals of care" with each patient--to get a sense of their values and their fears. We ask about what matters most to them in their life, which situations seem worth some suffering and which do not, and how they have handled and experienced past health events. Programs proven to help people clarify their priorities and plan ahead can help patients, families, and doctors choose a course most consistent with their values and goals.



For a president, such conversations are even more essential. First, they could help the president, as an individual, think through how to separate political pressures from personal needs and family responsibilities. Second, having a plan that protects the country should be a core responsibility for anyone in high office, and an elderly president in particular should think ahead of time about how to best serve the United States in the event of a majorly debilitating health event or general decline.



Goals-of-care conversations are difficult for some people--and some doctors. If Trump's doctors are not skilled at this sort of conversation, they should engage a consultant who is able to push him to reflect on how his answers to these questions would affect his ability to do his job, or the functioning of the country. Just as it's the president's responsibility to answer these difficult questions, so too is it his doctors' responsibility to pose them.
 
 When asked to comment, the White House did not address questions about Trump's risk, mitigation strategies, or contingency planning, but Liz Huston, a spokesperson, said over email that Trump "receives the highest-quality medical care" from his doctors and "is in great health as evidenced by the results of his comprehensive annual physical exam." (Huston also said the White House was not going to accept the unsolicited advice of "an activist Democrat doctor," referencing a 2023 article on aging politicians in which I wrote, based on what reporters had told me, that journalists decades younger than Nancy Pelosi had trouble keeping up with her.)



Trump's physicians face another challenge that most clinicians do not: Which information about their patient's health should they share with the public? In both Trump terms, many physicians have struggled to believe the information provided by the president's medical team and have suspected that his risks are being substantially downplayed. And now we know the problem exists in both major political parties. Biden's team seemingly withheld information that would have made clear that he did not have the physical or cognitive ability to govern for a second term. Surely, with such high stakes, the president's health is an exception to the usual rules of patient privacy. When a person signs up for "public office," by definition they forfeit some of the privacy protections the rest of us are entitled to by law. Their health and ability to do their job affect hundreds of millions of lives.



The U.S. could consider imposing a maximum age limit on the presidency. But that one-size-fits-all approach risks eliminating potentially fit and favored candidates. In its absence, the person leading the country should receive station-specific, evidence-based, and person-centered care--that attends to their role, medical conditions, functional abilities, and preferences. And the American public deserves transparency about the president's health.
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The 'Man-Eater' Screwworm Is Coming

After a decades-long campaign to beat the parasites down to Panama, they're speeding back up north.

by Sarah Zhang




The United States has, for 70 years, been fighting a continuous aerial war against the New World screwworm, a parasite that eats animals alive: cow, pig, deer, dog, even human. (Its scientific name, C. hominivorax, translates to "man-eater.") Larvae of the parasitic fly chew through flesh, transforming small nicks into big, gruesome wounds. But in the 1950s, the U.S. Department of Agriculture laid the groundwork for a continent-wide assault. Workers raised screwworms in factories, blasted them with radiation until they were sterile, and dropped the sterile adult screwworms by the millions--even hundreds of millions--weekly over the U.S., then farther south in Mexico, and eventually in the rest of North America.



The sterile flies proceeded to, well, screw the continent's wild populations into oblivion, and in 2006, an invisible barrier was established at the Darien Gap, the jungle that straddles the Panama-Colombia border, to cordon the screwworm-free north off from the south. The barrier, as I observed when I reported from Panama several years ago, consisted of planes releasing millions of sterile screwworms to rain down over the Darien Gap every week. This never-ending battle kept the threat of screwworms far from America.



But in 2022, the barrier was breached. Cases in Panama--mostly in cattle--skyrocketed from dozens a year to 1,000, despite ongoing drops of sterile flies. The parasite then began moving northward, at first slowly and then rapidly by 2024, which is when I began getting alarmed emails from those following the situation in Central America. As of this month, the parasite has advanced 1,600 miles through eight countries to reach Oaxaca and Veracruz in Mexico, with 700 miles left to go until the Texas border. The U.S. subsequently suspended live-cattle imports from Mexico.



After this latest news broke, I spoke with Wayne Cockrell, a Texas rancher who fears the screwworm's return to Texas is now a matter of when, not if. The anti-screwworm program cannot produce enough sterile flies to stop the parasite's advance, much less beat it back down to Panama, Cockrell explained. He has followed the outbreak closely as the chair of the cattle-health committee for the Texas and Southwestern Cattle Raisers Association, even visiting the sterile-fly factory recently. "There's a sense of dread on my part now," he told me.



At 60, he is too young to remember screwworms himself, but he's heard the horror stories. Every cut, every scratch, every navel of a newborn calf threatened to turn fatal in the pre-eradication era. If the parasite does take hold in the U.S. again, it could take decades to push screwworms back down to Panama. That is, after all, how long it took the first time. Decades of screwworm vigilance have been undone in just two years.







You only have to glance at a map to understand why the screwworm outbreak is now at an alarming inflection point.



Central America is shaped like a funnel with a long, bumpy tail that reaches its skinniest point in Panama. Back in the day, the USDA helped pay for screwworm eradication down to Panama out of not pure altruism but economic pragmatism: Establishing a 100-mile screwworm barrier there is cheaper than creating one at the 2,000-mile U.S.-Mexico border. Even after screwworms began creeping up the tail of the funnel recently, the anti-screwworm campaign had one last good chance of stopping them at a narrow isthmus in southern Mexico--after which the funnel grows dramatically wider. It failed. The latest screwworm detections in Oaxaca and Veracruz are just beyond the isthmus.



The wider the new front of the screwworm war grows, the more sterile screwworms are needed to stop the parasite's advance. But the supply is already overstretched. The fly factory in Panama has increased production from its usual 20 million flies a week to its maximum of 100 million, which are now all being dispersed over Mexico. But planes used to drop 150 million flies a week over the isthmus in Mexico during the first eradication campaign in the 1980s. And when the front was even farther north in Mexico, a factory there churned out as many as 550 million flies weekly to cover the huge area. That factory, as well as one in Texas, has long since shut down.



The Texas and Southwestern Cattle Raisers Association is asking the USDA to build a new sterile-fly plant in the U.S., one big enough to produce the hundreds of millions that may soon be necessary. "We are working closely with Mexico to reestablish a biological barrier and prevent further geographic spread," a USDA spokesperson wrote in response to questions about the adequacy of sterile-fly production. "If the fly spreads further geographically, we will need to reevaluate production capacity." Several Texas lawmakers recently introduced the STOP Screwworms Act, which directs the USDA to open a new factory, but the whole process could still take years. "The facility needs to start tomorrow," Cockrell said.



The U.S. cattle industry is unprepared for the screwworm's return, he said, rattling off more reasons: Certain drugs to treat screwworm infection are not licensed in the U.S., having been unnecessary for half a century. Ranches used to employ 50 cowboys who regularly inspected cattle, and now they might have only five. And routine industry practices such as branding and ear tagging leave the animals vulnerable to screwworm infection. To face the screwworm, the cattle industry will have to adapt quickly to a new normal. The parasite could propel beef prices, which are already sky-high because of drought, even higher.







How screwworms managed to jump the barrier in 2022 is not fully clear. But in the years immediately before, the coronavirus pandemic reportedly created supply-chain snarls at the fly factory in Panama and disrupted regular cattle inspections that might have set off the alarm bells earlier. And the border between Panama and Colombia got a lot busier; the Darien Gap, once a notoriously impenetrable jungle, became a popular route for migrants.



Still, the screwworm advanced relatively slowly through Panama and Costa Rica for the first couple of years. Then it hit Nicaragua, and over just 10 weeks in 2024, it shot from the country's northern border through Honduras and Guatemala to reach Mexico. This rapid advance was because of the illegal cattle trade, Jeremy Radachowsky, the director for Mesoamerican and the Western Caribbean at the Wildlife Conservation Society, told me. His organization has tracked the practice in Central America, where 800,000 cattle a year are raised illegally in nature reserves and then smuggled by boat and truck up to Mexico. This allowed the screwworm to spread much faster than it can fly. The line of new screwworm cases followed known smuggling routes, Radachowsky said. The constant northward movement of infected cattle could now make re-eradication more difficult. It's like trying to empty a pool when "the spigot's still open," he said.



Decades of screwworm-free existence meant that even ranchers, whose livelihoods are directly affected, were slow to recognize the growing emergency. "We were so successful that literally people forgot," a U.S. official in Central America familiar with the situation (speaking anonymously due to the delicate politics involved) told me. Inspections, timely reports of infection, and restrictions on cattle movement are important pieces of eradication, in addition to the release of sterile flies.



Over the years, scientists have also proposed more advanced ways of controlling the screwworm through genetics, though none is yet ready for prime time. The USDA supported research by Max Scott, an entomologist at North Carolina State University, to create a male-only strain that could reduce the number of flies needed for dispersal, but funding ended last summer. He has also proposed using gene drives, a still-controversial technique that could rapidly "drive" genetic material that makes females sterile into the wild population. The USDA wasn't interested, he told me. (A spokesperson says the USDA "continues to research and investigate new tools," including genetically engineered male-only screwworms.) But he did strike up a collaboration several years ago with scientists in Uruguay studying a gene drive for sterile screwworms.



Uruguay is interested because it never got to benefit from screwworm eradication; the country is located about halfway down South America, deep in screwworm territory. A retired USDA scientist, Steven Skoda, told me that he and his colleagues used to dream of "a world totally free of screwworm." But eradication never reached South America, and now even the barrier protecting North America is no longer intact. The campaign to push screwworms from the south of Mexico--roughly where the parasite is right now--to the southern edge of Panama took 21 years. The way things are going, Cockrell said, some of his longtime colleagues in Panama might not see screwworms eradicated again in their country in their lifetime.
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A Convenient Piece of Junk Science

RFK Jr. is prepared to rework the FDA's official assessment of the abortion pill mifepristone based at least in part on a questionable report.

by Keren Landman




Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has had a long love affair with junk science, and as secretary of Health and Human Services, he has embraced it once more, most brazenly to justify his false claims that vaccines cause autism. Last week, he brought yet another shoddily designed study to a different fight. In a Senate Committee hearing, he cited a report that few scientists would recognize as science in order to justify an FDA safety review of the drug mifepristone, which is used in the majority of abortions in the United States.

President Donald Trump had previously asked HHS to study the drug's safety, and Kennedy emphasized at the hearing that a review of the drug would be a top FDA priority. The unusually high rate of adverse events identified in the report, he noted, "indicates that at very least, the label should be changed." In other words, the top U.S. health official is prepared to rework--based at least in part on a poorly designed report that has not undergone scientific review--the government's official guidance on a widely used drug.

The report that Kennedy cited was posted late last month to the website of the Ethics and Public Policy Center, a Washington, D.C.-based think tank focused on "pushing back against the extreme progressive agenda while building a consensus for conservatives," according to its website. The study's authors, Jamie Bryan Hall, EPPC's director of data analysis, and Ryan Anderson, the organization's president, are not health experts, and neither seems to have a record of publishing scientific research through peer review. Their methods deviated wildly from what is standard in the world of health research, and so, predictably, did their conclusions: In sharp contrast to dozens of trials conducted around the globe over decades, the EPPC report determined that mifepristone is a danger to women.

The EPPC has written that its report "presents a careful and conservative assessment of abortion pill safety." However, the study lacks basic transparency about how that assessment was made. The authors relied on data from an insurance database that, according to the report, included more than 800,000 mifepristone abortions from 2017 to 2023. But the authors don't actually say which database they used, so "there's no way for anybody to try to re-create their analysis to see if they receive the same results," Sara Redd, of the Center for Reproductive Health Research in the Southeast at Emory University's Rollins School of Public Health, told me. (In an email, Hunter Estes, EPPC's communications director, told me that the center's contract with their data vendor prevents EPPC from sharing the name of the database or even of the vendor. But, he added, "this insurance data is available from approximately a dozen data brokers and is widely used by researchers and health professionals.")

Read: The other abortion pill

The report also took some peculiar methodological steps to arrive at its conclusions. One of its key findings is that more than 10 percent of people who take mifepristone experience what the study refers to as "serious adverse events." (A variety of studies put the rate of significant adverse events from medical abortions involving mifepristone at less than 0.3 percent, which makes the drug safer than Tylenol and Viagra.) But the EPPC study's unusually wide-ranging criteria for defining those events raise a lot of questions. The researchers counted ectopic pregnancy as an adverse event, arguing that doctors should have ruled it out before prescribing mifepristone. (The American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists acknowledges that mifepristone can be dangerous in cases of ectopic pregnancy but says that ruling out the rare condition--a process that involves an ultrasound--is unnecessary for most women taking the drug.) The authors counted episodes in which a surgical procedure was required to complete the abortion after mifepristone--patients require additional treatment in about one in 20 cases, so the FDA considers this a recognized outcome rather than an adverse effect. They counted "other life-threatening adverse events," including heart problems and mental-health concerns, that women in the study experienced in the weeks after the abortion--which may have had nothing to do with mifepristone.

They also counted "serious" events documented during emergency-room visits made within 45 days of a patient taking mifepristone. However, the report doesn't fully explain how they knew that those events were connected with mifepristone, and to judge which ones counted as "serious," they used a scale designed for cancer research, which has not been validated for use in studies of abortion care. Loosely counting emergency-room visits could artificially inflate the estimate of risk associated with getting an abortion, Ushma Upadhyay, an epidemiologist and a reproductive-health researcher at UC San Francisco, told me: In a study she led of abortion-related emergency-room visits from 2009 to 2013, half of patients had such mild symptoms that they did not need any treatment. She also said that the authors did not effectively distinguish between the outcomes of abortions and of miscarriages treated with mifepristone, or between normal amounts of post-abortion bleeding and severe hemorrhage.

In the weeks following the report's publication, EPPC published two follow-up documents with more details about the study's methodology, which experts told me are still not convincing. As the documents explained, the authors relied on diagnostic codes to separate miscarriages, which are often also treated with mifepristone, from abortions--a practice that may yield imprecise results. The report included only suicidal and homicidal ideation among mental-health diagnoses categorized as serious adverse events--but that still does not prove that those diagnoses were connected to an abortion, Redd told me. It used "only codes related to hemorrhage or serious bleeding (according to the FDA definition)"--which would still not be enough to distinguish between the normal amount of post-mifepristone bleeding and something more serious, Upadhyay said.

Read: A possible substitute for mifepristone is already on pharmacy shelves

According to EPPC, peer review of the report was not possible due to "extensive pro-abortion bias in the peer-review process," but a group of data scientists, analysts, and engineers "conducted and validated" the project, with assistance from doctors. None of their names appears on the report. When I asked about that decision, the EPPC representative wrote, "It is routine for individuals with controversial opinions to be subjected to a range of personal and professional attacks, including threats of violence in their own homes."

So far, the most prevalent attacks on the study have been about its substance. Alice Mark, an ob-gyn and the medical director of the National Abortion Federation, told me that "to call it a study dignifies it too much." Some anti-abortion advocates, too, have cautioned against overstating the study's rigor: Earlier this month, Politico reported that Christina Francis, the CEO of the American Association of Pro-Life OBGYNs, said on a private Zoom call with anti-abortion leaders that although the report contains credible data and should inspire further research, it is "not a study in the traditional sense" and "not conclusive proof of anything."

Anti-abortion activists have long seen mifepristone as a problem. In the years since the Supreme Court's 2022 decision to overturn the national right to abortion, abortions have increased in part due to a 2021 FDA decision that allowed mifepristone and misoprostol (a drug often used in parallel for abortion) to be prescribed via telehealth and mailed. According to reporting by Politico, questioning mifepristone's safety is part of a larger strategy called "Rolling Thunder" that aims to cut off that access. High-quality data have failed to validate those questions, so second-rate research has often been used to make the case against mifepristone. In 2023, for example, a federal judge ruled that mifepristone should be taken off the market by citing low-quality studies that reported adverse effects from mifepristone. (The Supreme Court later threw out the lawsuit on procedural grounds.) Due to their "lack of scientific rigor," two of the studies cited were ultimately retracted by the journal that had published them.

Read: Anti-abortion conservatives' first target if Trump returns

When, in the past, the FDA has evaluated mifepristone's safety--which it's done several times since mifepristone's initial approval, in 2000--it has expanded access to mifepristone rather than curtailed it. If the agency evaluates mifepristone again, and its staff are allowed to independently assess the science, the FDA could loosen its rules for mifepristone even more, Elizabeth Raymond, an ob-gyn and a researcher who specializes in mifepristone safety, told me. Plenty of data support using mifepristone later in pregnancy than is currently approved, for instance.

But Upadhyay told me she worries that FDA Chief Marty Makary--who has previously claimed that fetuses can "resist" the tools of abortion by 20 weeks of gestation--or Kennedy could put his thumb on the scale to restrict mifepristone access, regardless of what FDA staff recommend. "I don't want them to do a review, because I don't trust them to base any decisions they make on science," Upadhyay said. (HHS and the FDA did not answer my questions about the FDA's plans to review mifepristone safety on the basis of the EPPC report. In an email, an HHS spokesperson told me of the FDA, "The agency rigorously evaluates the latest scientific data, leveraging gold standard science to make informed decisions.")

Although Kennedy has said that he reads scientific papers critically for a living, his approach to the medical literature most resembles "an extreme version of what lawyers do to defend a client: create a narrative and then find supporting evidence," Robert Califf, who led the FDA under Presidents Joe Biden and Barack Obama, told me an email. The scientific method involves the opposite: constructing a hypothesis and trying to disprove it with an open mind. When different people conducting the same experiment come to the same conclusion, it's not a sign of a shared ideology; it's a sign of a shared reality.
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RFK Jr.'s Worst Nightmare

The candy convention was a celebration of everything that the health secretary believes is wrong with our food.

by Nicholas Florko




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


A Wednesday morning in May is a strange time to be trick-or-treating--especially if you're an adult wearing business casual. The Indiana Convention Center had just opened to visitors for the second day of Sweets & Snacks, the largest gathering of the candy and snack industry in North America. Along with nearly 15,000 other attendees, I went from booth to booth trying samples. By 10:40, I was sipping a complimentary blue-raspberry-watermelon Icee while a woman to my right took a selfie with Mr. Jelly Belly. At the Slim Jim booth a few feet away, a bunch of people in blazers gathered around a smorgasbord of meat sticks. The only thing that could get between attendees and their snacks was the occasional free beer or run-in with a mascot. At one point, the Jack Link's Sasquatch attempted to steal my Entenmann's mini muffins.

I had come to Sweets & Snacks to taste the future of junk food. The annual conference is the industry's most prominent venue to show off its new products. Judging by my three days in Indianapolis, the hot new trends are freeze-dried candy and anything that tastes vaguely East Asian: think "matcha latte" popcorn. But right now, that future looks shaky, particularly for confections. Candy embodies everything that Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. believes is wrong with the American diet. It's mainly sugar (which Kennedy has called "poison"), counts as an ultra-processed food (which Kennedy has called "poison"), and is often colored with synthetic food dyes (which Kennedy has called "poison"). Last month, RFK Jr. announced a goal of eliminating synthetic food dyes by the end of 2026, a major threat to an industry predicated on making bright, eye-catching treats. In an email, an HHS spokesperson said that "Secretary Kennedy has been clear: we must build a healthier future by making smarter choices about what goes into our food." The spokesperson added that "the secretary is committed to working with industry to prioritize public health."



At Sweets & Snacks, I did not encounter an industry that was gearing up for change. Instead, it was RFK Jr.'s worst nightmare: an unabashed celebration of all things sugary, artificial, and indulgent. On the convention floor, it was hard to find a single product--beyond the litany of meat sticks and the occasional mixed nut--that would get RFK Jr.'s stamp of approval. Even a finalist for the convention's annual salty-snack award, Vlasic Pickle Balls, contained tartrazine, a synthetic yellow dye that Kennedy has specifically bashed. As I stuffed my face with sugary treats, I began to wonder: Was the industry delusional about Kennedy, or the other way around?


Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic



RFK Jr.'s presence was conspicuously absent from the moment I arrived in Candy Land. "Anywhere over here is fine," I told my Lyft driver as we pulled up to a hulking red M&M. Candy companies have already been investing in healthier options: Mars bought snack-bar maker Kind in 2020 and proudly displayed the bars in a booth alongside their more traditional M&Ms, Skittles, and Starburst. But the only vague mention of the looming RFK Jr. threat on the convention floor was a billboard posted by the conference's organizers, the National Confectioners Association (NCA). It reiterated the candy lobby's longstanding message: Candy shouldn't be lumped together with other ultra-processed foods, because it is an occasional indulgence.

It's hardly surprising that candy companies aren't abruptly changing their products in response to pressure, even when it's coming from the country's top health regulator. Americans bought $54 billion worth of these treats last year. In April, the health secretary boasted that the U.S. food industry had "voluntarily agreed" to remove synthetic dyes from their products, but judging from the items on display at Sweets & Snacks, the candy industry has little interest in fulfilling that promise anytime soon. When I asked Christopher Gindlesperger, NCA's senior vice president of public affairs and communication, if the candy industry had an understanding with RFK Jr. to eliminate synthetic dyes voluntarily, his response was simple: "No."

Some of the discussions around dyes are understandably frustrating for the industry. Federal regulators haven't done the sort of thorough academic evaluation of these dyes that's typically expected before trying to push them out of the food supply. (The state of California released its own evaluation in 2021 and found that "synthetic food dyes are associated with adverse neurobehavioral outcomes in some children.") At the same time, the candy industry isn't doing much to signal that it recognizes the growing concern over these ingredients. It's hard to be sympathetic toward companies that purposefully market unhealthy products to children through the use of mascots and funky colors. I was taken aback when I stumbled upon a Despicable Me-branded coloring set that let kids color in a cookie with a marker filled with tartrazine.


Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic



The industry's efforts to uphold the status quo are risky. If Kennedy is intent on enforcing an actual ban on synthetic food coloring, it could have a monumental impact. Making the switch to natural colors is not as simple as FDA Commissioner Marty Makary suggested when he told food makers during a press conference last month to just start coloring their products with fruit and vegetable juices. Natural colors are typically more expensive, and they're far more finicky than their synthetic alternatives. Moisture, pH, and even light can cause the dyes to degrade. A naturally colored M&M might be red when it leaves the factory, but if it sits in your pantry too long, it could take on a not-so-appetizing color. There's a question, too, of whether there are even enough fruits and vegetables in the world to supply the food industry with enough natural dye to serve the massive U.S. market. "The amount of crops that go into some of these dyes is just so high that we don't necessarily have these crops planted," Renee Leber, a food scientist at the Institute of Food Technologists, told me.

Here's yet another concern: Natural dyes may alter the taste of certain treats. The company behind Dum-Dums lollipops has suggested that replacing artificial red dye with beet juice could make its red lollipops taste like beets. (That doesn't mean it can't be done. Many companies already sell products in Europe without synthetic dyes. And Katjes, a German company sandwiched between Jack Link's and Harvest Snaps, was giving away its rainbow unicorn gummies, which looked plenty eye-catching to me, despite being colored solely with fruit and vegetable juices.)

Food dyes are only one part of the RFK Jr. threat that the candy industry faces right now. Yesterday, the Trump administration's "MAHA Commission" released a much-touted report on childhood health, calling out sugar and ultra-processed foods as a major contributor to the youth chronic-disease problem. When I spoke with Gindlesperger, he was quick to point out that candy is far from the biggest cause of America's sugar problem. (Sweetened drinks are.) "People understand that chocolate and candy are treats, and consumers have carved out a special place for them in their lives," he said. He cited an NCA-funded analysis of CDC survey data, which showed that people in the United States eat roughly 40 calories a day of candy.

But that analysis doesn't distinguish between kids and adults. Data are scant on children's consumption of candy, though if you've walked with a kid down a candy aisle, you can probably tell that most haven't fully grasped that gummy worms are meant to be an occasional indulgence. "It's really difficult for a child who has access to candy to stop eating it," Natalie Muth, a pediatrician and dietitian, told me. Candy consumption among kids, she added, is a "big problem."

In a country where nearly 20 percent of children are obese, more needs to be done to protect people from the candy industry's worst tendencies. But mandating any such changes will be incredibly difficult for RFK Jr. To ban tartrazine alone, the FDA would need to compile a docket of information demonstrating its harm, issue a draft regulation, take public comments, and then finalize the regulation. Gindlesperger said the candy industry is waiting for the FDA to formally review the safety of the dyes it takes issue with: "We support and would welcome that review." Even after all those steps, the food industry can--and likely would--sue. There's even less precedent for cracking down on sugar. Kennedy has acknowledged that a sugar ban is unlikely, and instead has argued for more education about the risks of having a sweet tooth.

If Kennedy succeeds in ushering in actual reform, the "Make America Healthy Again" movement won't truly revolutionize the American diet until it figures out how to redefine our relationship with certain foods. Whether Kennedy likes it or not, candy is part of our national psyche. He can't simply wave a wand and ban trick-or-treating or candy canes. Over the course of three days, I saw grown adults fill multiple shopping bags with free treats. Candy companies displayed bags of their products to show retailers what they'd look like in a store, and the bags literally had to be taped down to avoid getting swiped. (Some still were.) I learned that attendees commonly bring a second suitcase just to haul their loot home.


Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic



Nothing quite epitomized the affection for treats like the impromptu dance party that broke out near the close of the conference. Chester Cheetah, Ernie the Keebler Elf, the purple Nerd, the Lemonhead, Bazooka Joe, Clark Cheese Head, and Chewbie, the Hi-Chew mascot, all began to sway in unison to a marching band that was hired to entertain guests. Conference attendees clamored to get a video of the spectacle and snap a selfie with their favorite mascot. The moment was absurd, and funny, and more than a little embarrassing. Still, I couldn't help but pull out my own phone and crack a smile. Perhaps it was nostalgia for bygone Halloween nights, or maybe all the sugar was just getting to my head.
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The 'Man-Eater' Screwworm Is Coming

After a decades-long campaign to beat the parasites down to Panama, they're speeding back up north.

by Sarah Zhang




The United States has, for 70 years, been fighting a continuous aerial war against the New World screwworm, a parasite that eats animals alive: cow, pig, deer, dog, even human. (Its scientific name, C. hominivorax, translates to "man-eater.") Larvae of the parasitic fly chew through flesh, transforming small nicks into big, gruesome wounds. But in the 1950s, the U.S. Department of Agriculture laid the groundwork for a continent-wide assault. Workers raised screwworms in factories, blasted them with radiation until they were sterile, and dropped the sterile adult screwworms by the millions--even hundreds of millions--weekly over the U.S., then farther south in Mexico, and eventually in the rest of North America.



The sterile flies proceeded to, well, screw the continent's wild populations into oblivion, and in 2006, an invisible barrier was established at the Darien Gap, the jungle that straddles the Panama-Colombia border, to cordon the screwworm-free north off from the south. The barrier, as I observed when I reported from Panama several years ago, consisted of planes releasing millions of sterile screwworms to rain down over the Darien Gap every week. This never-ending battle kept the threat of screwworms far from America.



But in 2022, the barrier was breached. Cases in Panama--mostly in cattle--skyrocketed from dozens a year to 1,000, despite ongoing drops of sterile flies. The parasite then began moving northward, at first slowly and then rapidly by 2024, which is when I began getting alarmed emails from those following the situation in Central America. As of this month, the parasite has advanced 1,600 miles through eight countries to reach Oaxaca and Veracruz in Mexico, with 700 miles left to go until the Texas border. The U.S. subsequently suspended live-cattle imports from Mexico.



After this latest news broke, I spoke with Wayne Cockrell, a Texas rancher who fears the screwworm's return to Texas is now a matter of when, not if. The anti-screwworm program cannot produce enough sterile flies to stop the parasite's advance, much less beat it back down to Panama, Cockrell explained. He has followed the outbreak closely as the chair of the cattle-health committee for the Texas and Southwestern Cattle Raisers Association, even visiting the sterile-fly factory recently. "There's a sense of dread on my part now," he told me.



At 60, he is too young to remember screwworms himself, but he's heard the horror stories. Every cut, every scratch, every navel of a newborn calf threatened to turn fatal in the pre-eradication era. If the parasite does take hold in the U.S. again, it could take decades to push screwworms back down to Panama. That is, after all, how long it took the first time. Decades of screwworm vigilance have been undone in just two years.







You only have to glance at a map to understand why the screwworm outbreak is now at an alarming inflection point.



Central America is shaped like a funnel with a long, bumpy tail that reaches its skinniest point in Panama. Back in the day, the USDA helped pay for screwworm eradication down to Panama out of not pure altruism but economic pragmatism: Establishing a 100-mile screwworm barrier there is cheaper than creating one at the 2,000-mile U.S.-Mexico border. Even after screwworms began creeping up the tail of the funnel recently, the anti-screwworm campaign had one last good chance of stopping them at a narrow isthmus in southern Mexico--after which the funnel grows dramatically wider. It failed. The latest screwworm detections in Oaxaca and Veracruz are just beyond the isthmus.



The wider the new front of the screwworm war grows, the more sterile screwworms are needed to stop the parasite's advance. But the supply is already overstretched. The fly factory in Panama has increased production from its usual 20 million flies a week to its maximum of 100 million, which are now all being dispersed over Mexico. But planes used to drop 150 million flies a week over the isthmus in Mexico during the first eradication campaign in the 1980s. And when the front was even farther north in Mexico, a factory there churned out as many as 550 million flies weekly to cover the huge area. That factory, as well as one in Texas, has long since shut down.



The Texas and Southwestern Cattle Raisers Association is asking the USDA to build a new sterile-fly plant in the U.S., one big enough to produce the hundreds of millions that may soon be necessary. "We are working closely with Mexico to reestablish a biological barrier and prevent further geographic spread," a USDA spokesperson wrote in response to questions about the adequacy of sterile-fly production. "If the fly spreads further geographically, we will need to reevaluate production capacity." Several Texas lawmakers recently introduced the STOP Screwworms Act, which directs the USDA to open a new factory, but the whole process could still take years. "The facility needs to start tomorrow," Cockrell said.



The U.S. cattle industry is unprepared for the screwworm's return, he said, rattling off more reasons: Certain drugs to treat screwworm infection are not licensed in the U.S., having been unnecessary for half a century. Ranches used to employ 50 cowboys who regularly inspected cattle, and now they might have only five. And routine industry practices such as branding and ear tagging leave the animals vulnerable to screwworm infection. To face the screwworm, the cattle industry will have to adapt quickly to a new normal. The parasite could propel beef prices, which are already sky-high because of drought, even higher.







How screwworms managed to jump the barrier in 2022 is not fully clear. But in the years immediately before, the coronavirus pandemic reportedly created supply-chain snarls at the fly factory in Panama and disrupted regular cattle inspections that might have set off the alarm bells earlier. And the border between Panama and Colombia got a lot busier; the Darien Gap, once a notoriously impenetrable jungle, became a popular route for migrants.



Still, the screwworm advanced relatively slowly through Panama and Costa Rica for the first couple of years. Then it hit Nicaragua, and over just 10 weeks in 2024, it shot from the country's northern border through Honduras and Guatemala to reach Mexico. This rapid advance was because of the illegal cattle trade, Jeremy Radachowsky, the director for Mesoamerican and the Western Caribbean at the Wildlife Conservation Society, told me. His organization has tracked the practice in Central America, where 800,000 cattle a year are raised illegally in nature reserves and then smuggled by boat and truck up to Mexico. This allowed the screwworm to spread much faster than it can fly. The line of new screwworm cases followed known smuggling routes, Radachowsky said. The constant northward movement of infected cattle could now make re-eradication more difficult. It's like trying to empty a pool when "the spigot's still open," he said.



Decades of screwworm-free existence meant that even ranchers, whose livelihoods are directly affected, were slow to recognize the growing emergency. "We were so successful that literally people forgot," a U.S. official in Central America familiar with the situation (speaking anonymously due to the delicate politics involved) told me. Inspections, timely reports of infection, and restrictions on cattle movement are important pieces of eradication, in addition to the release of sterile flies.



Over the years, scientists have also proposed more advanced ways of controlling the screwworm through genetics, though none is yet ready for prime time. The USDA supported research by Max Scott, an entomologist at North Carolina State University, to create a male-only strain that could reduce the number of flies needed for dispersal, but funding ended last summer. He has also proposed using gene drives, a still-controversial technique that could rapidly "drive" genetic material that makes females sterile into the wild population. The USDA wasn't interested, he told me. (A spokesperson says the USDA "continues to research and investigate new tools," including genetically engineered male-only screwworms.) But he did strike up a collaboration several years ago with scientists in Uruguay studying a gene drive for sterile screwworms.



Uruguay is interested because it never got to benefit from screwworm eradication; the country is located about halfway down South America, deep in screwworm territory. A retired USDA scientist, Steven Skoda, told me that he and his colleagues used to dream of "a world totally free of screwworm." But eradication never reached South America, and now even the barrier protecting North America is no longer intact. The campaign to push screwworms from the south of Mexico--roughly where the parasite is right now--to the southern edge of Panama took 21 years. The way things are going, Cockrell said, some of his longtime colleagues in Panama might not see screwworms eradicated again in their country in their lifetime.
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The Debate That American Conservationists Should Be Having

What if the U.S. protected ecosystems directly?

by Emma Marris




The Endangered Species Act always had a hole in it. It was intended to protect ecosystems as well as individual species--it says so right in the original 1973 text--but it has no provisions to do so directly. For decades, conservationists successfully plugged that hole by arguing in court that the ESA's prohibition of harm to individual species includes destroying a species' habitat. Now the Trump administration wants to negate that argument by asserting that to harm an endangered species means only to injure or kill it directly: to rip it out by the roots or blow it away with a shotgun.



Habitat destruction has been the most common threat to endangered species in the U.S. since 1975. If the administration succeeds in redefining harm to exclude it, the Endangered Species Act won't be able to effectively protect most endangered species.



That much of the act's power can be destroyed by tweaking its definition of one phrase reveals its central weakness. Preserving old-growth forest for a single owl species (to give a classic example) means the forest--and everything living there--suddenly loses protection if that owl goes extinct anyway (as the northern spotted owl very well could). And the law requires that the government undertake heroic and expensive measures to save the most imperiled species, rather than using habitat protection to shore up populations before they truly crash. "The act has no concept of preventive medicine," the conservation advocate and author Suzanne Winckler wrote in these pages in 1992. "On the contrary, it attempts to save the hardest cases, the equivalent of the terminally ill and the brain-dead."



Conservationists haven't really wanted to talk about this, though, on the theory that opening debate about the law would risk losing it all. The ESA passed during a unique moment in the early 1970s, when a Republican president could talk about the nation's "environmental awakening," and for all its flaws, the act is still considered one of the strongest and most effective biodiversity-protection laws in the world. But the Trump administration has now opened that debate--forcing a conversation about how we protect species and ecosystems that some conservationists say is long overdue.







Many conservationists have a long-standing dream solution to the ESA's circuitous mechanism for protecting places: What if we just protected ecosystems directly? Forty-one percent of terrestrial American ecosystems are at risk of collapse, according to a 2023 report by NatureServe, a nonprofit that collects and analyzes data on biodiversity. Most of them are largely unprotected.



Jay Odenbaugh, an environmental philosopher at Lewis & Clark College, in Portland, Oregon, told me that shifting to protecting ecosystems would obviate the need to "chase down every last little species." It would be more efficient. "We can't save everything," Odenbaugh said. "What we are trying to do is protect larger structural features."



Reed Noss, a conservationist based at the University of Florida and the Southeastern Grasslands Institute, does still want to try to save every species. But he argues that only a few--large carnivores that face persecution and orchids collected for illegal trading, for example--need special, individual protections. Meanwhile, Noss estimates that 85 percent of species could be saved by simply protecting a sufficiently large chunk of each type of American ecosystem. He has therefore been one of the most vocal advocates for what he calls a "native ecosystem-protection act" to supplement the ESA since the 1990s.



The U.S. already has multiple systems that categorize lands and fresh water into ecosystem types. The U.S. National Vegetation Classification, for instance, describes natural systems at a series of scales from very broad types, such as "Forest & Woodland," to hyper-specific descriptors, such as "Eastern White Pine-Eastern Hemlock Lower New England-Northern Piedmont Forest." An ecosystem-protection act would direct the government to choose (or develop) one such classification system, then ensure that each type of ecosystem had sufficient area protected.



Making that decision would surely involve ecologists arguing over how to categorize ecosystems. Philosophers might argue about whether ecosystems even exist--if they are more than the sum of the organisms that comprise them. But, for the purposes of policy, more important than arriving at essential truths would be creating categories that make sense to the public and describe the things the public cares about: old-growth forest, tallgrass prairie, the Everglades, Great Basin sagebrush steppe, the deciduous forests of the Northeast, and so on. Something like this was tried with Pacific Northwest old-growth forest in the 1990s; known as the Northwest Forest Plan, it is meant to protect not just the owl but old growth more broadly--but the plan, which is still in use, covers only one ecosystem type.



Part of the appeal of a system that directly protects ecosystems is that it recognizes that they're dynamic. Species have always moved and evolved, shifting the composition and relationships within systems through time. And today, climate change is prompting many species to move. But Odenbaugh and Noss see ecosystems as entities that will remain coherent enough to protect. Florida, for instance, has sandhill ecosystems (sandy hills that support longleaf pine and oaks with wire grass) and wet flatwoods (which are seasonally inundated)--and "a sandhill and a flatwoods are going to remain a sandhill and a flatwoods even if their species composition changes due to climate change," Noss told me. A robust network of many different kinds of ecosystems--especially one well connected by corridors so species can move--would support and protect most of America's species without the government having to develop a separate plan for each flower and bee.







Many who fight on conservation's front lines still hesitate to advocate for such a law. The Endangered Species Act, as it is, achieves similar purposes, they argue--and it could be pushed in the opposite direction that the Trump administration wants to pull it.



When I spoke with Kieran Suckling, executive director for the Center for Biological Diversity, which is dedicated to forcing the federal government to abide by its own environmental laws, he described his vision of a conservation-minded president who could, like Donald Trump, use executive power quickly and aggressively, only to conserve nature. "The secretary of the interior and the head of Fish and Wildlife, they have, already, the power under the ESA to do basically anything they want, as long as it is supported by the best available science," he said. So, in theory, they could translocate species to help them survive climate change, or broaden the boundaries of "critical habitat," which is protected from destruction by actions taken, permitted, or funded by the federal government (unless exceptions are granted).



Daniel Rohlf, a law professor at Lewis & Clark College who has studied the ESA for more than three decades, agrees that decisive leadership could do more to protect ecosystems by skillfully wielding the current ESA: "Critical habitat" could be treated as sacrosanct. Federal actions could be assessed not just for direct harm to species but for the harm they would cause via greenhouse-gas emissions. The "range" of a species could be defined as its historic or possible range, not just the scraps of territory it clings to in the present. "You could do all that tomorrow under the current version of the act," Rohlf told me. And he believes that, unlike many of the actions Trump is taking, a lot of these stronger interpretations would likely hold up in court.



The political prospects for an entirely new ecosystem-protection act are low, even in a Democratic administration: Although 60 percent of Americans tell pollsters that "stricter environmental laws and regulations are worth the cost," these days politicians of all stripes seem to want to cut red tape and build stuff. And Suckling believes that his organization and others like it will be able to block or undo Trump's proposed changes to the ESA's definition of harm. "We overturned all his first-term ESA regulation changes and are confident we'll overturn this one as well," he said. The U.S. may well just keep conserving the way we have been, through the ESA, and often in court.



But an ecosystem-protection act could also be a unifying cause. Love for American landscapes is bipartisan, and protecting ecosystems would not necessarily mean outlawing all human use inside them. Ranching and recreation are compatible with many ecosystems. Tribal management could protect biodiversity and support traditional use. Caring for these ecosystems takes work, and that means jobs--physical, outdoor jobs, many of which can be filled by people without college degrees. Farmers and ranchers can also be compensated for tending to ecosystems in addition to growing food, buffering their income from the vagaries of extreme weather and trade wars.



The United States is an idea, but it is also a place, a beautiful quilt of ecosystems that are not valuable just because they contain "biodiversity" or even because they filter our water, produce fish and game, and store carbon. Our forests, prairies, mountains, coastlines, and swamps are knit into our sense of who we are, both individually and as a people. We love them, and we have the power to protect them, if we choose to.
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The Pedestrians Who Abetted a Hawk's Deadly Attack

A zoologist observed a Cooper's hawk using a crosswalk signal as a cue to ambush its prey.

by Katherine J. Wu




In November of 2021, Vladimir Dinets was driving his daughter to school when he first noticed a hawk using a pedestrian crosswalk.



The bird--a young Cooper's hawk, to be exact--wasn't using the crosswalk, in the sense of treading on the painted white stripes to reach the other side of the road in West Orange, New Jersey. But it was using the crosswalk--more specifically, the pedestrian-crossing signal that people activate to keep traffic out of said crosswalk--to ambush prey.



The crossing signal--a loud, rhythmic click audible from at least half a block away--was more of a pre-attack cue, or so the hawk had realized, Dinets, a zoologist now at the University of Tennessee at Knoxville, told me. On weekday mornings, when pedestrians would activate the signal during rush hour, roughly 10 cars would usually be backed up down a side street. This jam turned out to be the perfect cover for a stealth attack: Once the cars had assembled, the bird would swoop down from its perch in a nearby tree, fly low to the ground along the line of vehicles, then veer abruptly into a residential yard, where a small flock of sparrows, doves, and starlings would often gather to eat crumbs--blissfully unaware of their impending doom.



The hawk had masterminded a strategy, Dinets told me: To pull off the attacks, the bird had to create a mental map of the neighborhood--and, maybe even more important, understand that the rhythmic ticktock of the crossing signal would prompt a pileup of cars long enough to facilitate its assaults. The hawk, in other words, appears to have learned to interpret a traffic signal and take advantage of it, in its quest to hunt. Which is, with all due respect, more impressive than how most humans use a pedestrian crosswalk.



Cooper's hawks are known for their speedy sneak attacks in the wild, Janet Ng, a senior wildlife biologist with Environment and Climate Change Canada, told me. Zipping alongside bushes and branches for cover, they'll conceal themselves from prey until the very last moment of a planned ambush. "They're really fantastic hunters that way," Ng said. Those skills apparently translate fairly easily into urban environments, where Cooper's hawks flit amid trees and concrete landscapes, stalking city pigeons and doves.



That sort of urban buffet seems to have been a major incentive for this particular Cooper's hawk, Dinets, who published his observations of the bird in Frontiers in Ethology, told me. One of the (human) families in the neighborhood regularly dined outdoors in the evening, leaving a scattering of food scraps on their front lawn that would routinely attract a group of small birds the next morning. But the hawk needed perfect conditions to successfully dive-bomb that flock: enough cover, from a long-enough line of cars, to attack unseen. That scenario would play out only on weekday mornings, when both foot and car traffic were heavy enough that the crosswalk signal would stall lines of cars down the streets.



Over several months, Dinets noticed that the bird seemed to have figured out this complex system of ifs, ands, or buts. The hawk appeared only when the necessary degree of congestion was possible. And only after the pedestrian-crossing signal was activated would it ready itself for an attack--perching in a nearby tree to wait for the backlog of cars that it knew would soon manifest. Then, only after the queue stretched long enough to totally conceal its path, the bird would head toward its prey.



The crosswalk signal seems to have been key to this plan: The hawk could predict with startling accuracy how well cloaked it would be--and, thus, the success of its attack. "The hawk understood the connection," Dinets told me. That's hard to prove without experimentation, beyond Dinets's observation of this single bird--but that this hawk figured out the chain reaction that this signal could set off, under weekday-morning conditions, is definitely plausible, several researchers told me.



Plenty of animals, including other types of birds, have proved themselves savvy in human environments. Pigeons, for instance, wait for humans to turn on drinking fountains, then sip the water. Ng has spoken with farmers and ranchers in Alberta and Saskatchewan who have seen hawks use the sounds of gunshots during gopher hunts as a cue that a feast is impending. And crows have been spotted dropping hard-shelled nuts into roads so that cars will crack them open.



Still, Ng, who wasn't involved in the observations, told me that this hawk's feat is impressive, even if no other bird ever replicates it. The hawk clued into a human signal, in a human system, that was multiple steps removed from its target. Managing these attacks required a degree of foresight, a mental map of the neighborhood, even a sense of a human week's rhythm--understanding, for instance, the difference between weekday rush hours and weekend lulls.



The bird also appears to have picked up on all of this relatively quickly: Many Cooper's hawks spotted in cities come to urban areas only for the winter, which hints that this one may have conjured its plan of attack as a recent immigrant to the area. Generally speaking, the faster a creature learns something new, the more cognitively adept it is likely to be, Joshua Plotnik, a comparative-cognition expert at Hunter College, told me. And this hawk managed all that as a juvenile, Ng pointed out--still in the first couple of years of its life, when most Cooper's hawks "are just not good at hunting yet." A common cause for mortality at this age, she said, is starvation.



But maybe the most endearing part of this hawk's tale is the idea that it took advantage of a crosswalk signal at all--an environmental cue that, under most circumstances, is totally useless to birds and perhaps a nuisance. To see any animal blur the line between what we consider the human and non-human spheres is eerie, but also humbling: Most other creatures, Plotnik said, are simply more flexible than we'd ever think.
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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 was 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 Long Goodbye to College

Any recent graduate will tell you that their head felt heaviest after the cap came off.

by Amogh Dimri




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


The month of May marks the first anniversary of my college graduation--or, as I call it, the inevitable and dreaded start of my adulthood. This time last year, I questioned what I wanted from my future, endured the implosion of a close-knit social life, parted ways with a failed situationship, and tried to scrub a stubborn beer stain out of my baby-blue graduation gown. I remember the endless parties, cigars that smelled like chocolate but tasted like ash, cheap champagne that we shook and sprayed but hardly drank, all that beer and wine we did drink. Now, as I watch videos of underclassmen donning their own robes, I face the unwelcome reminder that grass grows atop the grave of my college days.

The morning of my graduation, I struggled to follow a TikTok tutorial on how to tie a tie (eventually enlisting my roommate's help) and ate just a bag of Cheez-Its for breakfast. I walked across the stage for all of eight seconds, waving at the crowd without a clue where my family was seated. But none of those gripes mattered, because my dean winked at me as we shook hands and the school's anthem sounded better through Bluetooth speakers than it ever had through brass.

At graduations, even the slightest pageantry is enchanting. One 1923 Atlantic article remarked that merely being asked "Are you going to Commencement?" provoked joy: "Commencement had a meaning," the writer Carroll Perry explained. "It meant that the Governor of the Commonwealth was coming to Williamstown, and the sheriff of the County of Berkshire, with bell-crown and cockade, in buff waistcoat, carrying a staff. It meant wearing your Sunday suit all day Monday and Tuesday and Wednesday; it meant pretty girls from big cities; pretty girls, in stylish dresses, with wonderful parasols--girls who lived in New York."

But all of that pomp can be punctured by reality. At my alma mater, Columbia, there was confusion over whether the ceremony would happen at all, because of the campus protests against Israel's war in Gaza. (Ultimately, commencement was canceled and smaller graduation events, including mine, were moved off campus.) Matriculating into adulthood too often means entering a world plagued by conflict. In 1917, amid the throes of World War I, a father wrote a letter to his daughter for her graduation: "That, my daughter with your sheepskin in your hand, is the world into which you have graduated. It is a world in crisis; a world struggling toward a salvation only to be won by bitter effort," he wrote. "No one of us is exempt from contributing what we have and what we are to that endeavor."

Uncertainty is the word that defines the waning months of college and beyond. Finding a post-grad path is hard, not least because of the pressure to select one that may determine your career forever. Graduate school delays the job hunt by a few years, but the outcomes can vary. "Now, four years after having obtained an M. A. and a Ph. D., I am seemingly permanently unemployed," an anonymous graduate, with the byline of "Ph. D.," complained in 1940. And the pressure to keep up with your peers, especially financially, never goes away. One writer who was working as a carpenter went to dinner with old college friends, who all made substantially more money than he did, in white-collar positions. "I think it cheered them somewhat to learn that my hands had not been able to keep pace with their heads, commercially," he wrote in 1929.

Any recent graduate will tell you that their head felt heaviest after the cap came off. The night after graduation, my friends and I snuck into our freshman-year dorm. We reminisced about our four years together and wrote a message for the dorm's future inhabitants inside an electrical box in the same living room where we first met. And then the sun came up. I loaded my life into cardboard and loaded that cardboard into a minivan and slid my car window down to wave goodbye to it all. "Thus we launch the schoolboy upon life. Commencement meant commencement; it was the beginning of responsibility. He had to make his own chance now," the minister Edward E. Hale lamented in an 1893 essay. "His boyhood was over."

At some point after the blur of my victory lap, I suddenly found myself back at home, all alone. I'd been asked What's next? by some 20 people by then, but for the first time, I was forced to actually confront the question. I had no answer. I just mourned my boyhood.
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The President's Pattern of Impatience

Trump's short attention span is a threat to his own agenda as well as to the constitutional order.

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.


During Donald Trump's first stint as president, the political scientist Daniel Drezner maintained a very long thread on the site formerly known as Twitter. Each entry had the same text--"I'll believe that Trump is growing into the presidency when his staff stops talking about him like a toddler"--followed by the latest example.

Trump's second term has been similar to his first, just ratcheted up a notch, and his childlike impatience is Exhibit A. The president has a very short attention span, gets frustrated when things don't work quickly, and tends to demand fast changes in policy. When Russia's Vladimir Putin is not willing to end the war in Ukraine in 24 hours, rebel groups aren't quickly cowed by air strikes, or trade wars do not prove so easy to win, Trump gets bored and restless. Then he tries to shake things up with ill-tempered social-media posts, broadsides at policy makers, or premature declarations of victory.

During his first term, some of Trump's advisers worked to moderate those impulses. That meant he got sick of them quickly and cycled through them, but it did slow the speed with which he changed positions. Now that there are fewer of the proverbial adults in the room--whoops, there's that infantilizing language again--Trump's impatience has become a central thread for understanding his administration.

In the case of the war in Ukraine, for instance, Trump's unrealistic expectations led to him blowing up at President Volodymyr Zelensky in an Oval Office meeting. Earlier this month, he posted that he was "starting to doubt that Ukraine will make a deal with Putin," who had suggested peace talks in Turkey. "Ukraine should agree to this, IMMEDIATELY," Trump wrote, as though a yearslong conflict could and should be resolved so abruptly. Zelensky took understandable umbrage at the Oval Office ambush, but he seems to have realized that by adopting a more conciliatory tone, he can underscore Putin's intransigence. Now, as my colleague Tom Nichols wrote yesterday, Trump is raging against Putin, who has been entirely focused on dragging out a war of attrition. That may sap Ukraine's resources, but it also saps Trump's patience.

A more patient president would pose less threat to the constitutional order. Some of Trump's most notable collisions with the law and courts are less a product of him wanting powers that he doesn't have than about him wanting things to happen faster than his powers allow. The president has a great deal of leeway to enforce immigration laws, but he is unwilling to wait while people exercise their right to due process, so instead he tries to just erase that right.

Trump could lay off many federal workers using the legally prescribed Reductions in Force procedure; instead, he and Elon Musk have attempted to fire workers abruptly, with the result that judges keep blocking the administration. Similarly, Trump could try to get Congress to close the Education Department or rescind funding for NPR, especially given the sway Trump holds over Republicans in both the House and the Senate. Instead, he has tried to do those things by executive fiat. Last week, a judge blocked his effort to shut down the department, and this week, NPR sued the administration over the attempt to slash funding, arguing that only Congress can claw back funds it has appropriated. (Politico reported today that the administration is finally planning to ask Congress to bless spending cuts made by Musk's U.S. DOGE Service.)

As these examples show, impatience is also a threat to Trump's own agenda. This is especially apparent in the case of trade. Although Trump has been a fan of protectionism since the 1980s and has been the president on and off since 2017, he still hasn't taken the time to think through a plan for actually implementing tariffs.

Consider the baffling path of trade policy toward the European Union over the past week. On Friday, Trump abruptly declared that he would "recommend" 50 percent tariffs on the EU. "I'm not looking for a deal," he said later that day. "We've set the deal--it's at 50 percent." On Sunday, he said that he was delaying the tariffs until July 9. He now says that both sides have agreed to trade talks. This kind of unpredictability certainly got attention from EU officials, but the strategy that brings them to the table is unlikely to make them very trusting of Trump's good faith as a negotiator.

And why would they believe him? They've seen the pattern of his impatience. Trump has threatened, levied, suspended, and re-levied tariffs on Canada and Mexico, and threatened more tariffs on China. This vacillation has earned lots of headlines and induced lots of foreign officials to try to make nice with Washington, but it hasn't produced much in the way of actual trade agreements. Earlier this month, the White House trumpeted a "historic trade win for the United States," which actually amounted simply to the U.S. backing down from enormous tariffs on China, and China canceling its retaliatory measures.

Trump's impatience makes him not only an unreliable negotiator; it makes him a weak one. When he spoke with U.K. Prime Minister Keir Starmer earlier this month, Trump was desperate to notch a win, having already claimed without any evidence to have struck 200 trade deals (more than the number of countries the U.S. recognizes in the world). The result was an extremely vague "preliminary" agreement that gave Britain relief from Trump's tariffs without resolving many of the concrete trade questions between the two nations.

The White House dutifully boasted that this was a "historic trade deal." The president may no longer have aides who speak about him in the press like he's an exasperating child, but his approach hasn't matured at all.

Related:

	Trump is tired of courts telling him he's breaking the law.
 	The visionary of Trump 2.0






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	David Frum: The Trump presidency's world-historical heist
 	How America lost control of the seas
 	The administration takes a hatchet to the NSC.




Today's News

	Elon Musk said that President Donald Trump's tax bill would increase the federal deficit and that it "undermines the work" of his Department of Government Efficiency.
 	Trump pardoned the reality-TV stars Todd and Julie Chrisley, who have served more than two years in prison for tax evasion and bank fraud.
 	Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said that Mohammed Sinwar, Hamas's Gaza chief, has been killed in an Israeli air strike.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: George Marks / Getty.



How a Recession Might Tank American Romance

By Faith Hill

Even in this country's darkest economic times, romance has offered a little light. In the 1930s, more jobs opened up for single women; with money of their own, more could move away from family, providing newfound freedom to date, Joanna Scutts, a historian and writer, told me. Nearly a century later, a 2009 New York Times article cited online-dating companies, matchmakers, and dating-event organizers reporting a spike in interest after the 2008 financial crash. One dating-site executive claimed a similar surge had happened in 2001, during a previous economic recession. "When you're not sure what's coming at you," Pepper Schwartz, a University of Washington sociologist then working for PerfectMatch.com, told the Times, "love seems all the more important."
 Now, once again, people aren't sure what's coming at them.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	A reality check for tech oligarchs
 	Trump's campaign to scare off foreign students
 	The David Frum Show: J. D. Vance's bargain with the devil




Culture Break


Bettmann / Getty



Take a look. These photos show the people who clean the ears of Abraham Lincoln (and other statues).

Watch. Friendship (out now in theaters) captures a "friend breakup" and the lengths to which one man will go to get his bro back, Shirley Li 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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Trump's Tirades Aren't Swaying Putin

The president stamping his feet on social media will do nothing to quell Russia's aims.

by Tom Nichols




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


Who could forget the riveting moment, during the high Cold War tensions of the early 1980s, when President Ronald Reagan strode to the White House podium and told the American people that Soviet leader Yuri Andropov had "gone absolutely crazy." Raising his voice to a yell, Reagan thundered that Andropov was bombarding thousands of people in the middle of Europe "for no reason whatsoever" and warned Moscow that "it better stop."


No one remembers this, of course, because it didn't happen. Once upon a time, Americans expected their presidents to be steady hands. Times have changed: These quotes are from one of Donald Trump's latest rhetorical blasts on his Truth Social site. Trump wanted to let everyone know that he is very, very upset with Russian President Vladimir Putin's continuing campaign of civilian slaughter in Ukraine.

Sunday's outburst wasn't the first time that the American president publicly asked his counterpart in the Kremlin to behave himself. More than a month ago, after Putin unleashed a wave of drones and missiles on Kyiv, Trump took to Truth Social: "Not necessary, and very bad timing. Vladimir, STOP!" You could almost hear the whining, like a high schooler complaining that a member of the posse is being so embarrassing. (The Kremlin, for its part, responded yesterday to Trump's tirade by suggesting that he's suffering from "emotional overload.")

Perhaps the only moment in recent U.S.-Russia relations that approaches this kind of fecklessness occurred when then-State Department spokesperson Jen Psaki tried to shame Russia out of its 2014 invasion of Crimea with a hashtag campaign. (When the State Department tried to get #UnitedForUkraine trending, the Russian foreign ministry appropriated the slogan, turned it around to connote that Russia was united in its determination to seize Crimea, and started trolling the American government with it.) Putin didn't care then, and he won't care now.

Trump apparently still believes that he has some personal connection to Putin, that he and the Kremlin dictator are peers and he can sway his friend to come back to his senses. "I've always had a very good relationship with Vladimir Putin of Russia, but something has happened to him," Trump wrote in his post on Sunday, but this is not true, unless Trump thinks that being the obedient Renfield to Putin's charming Dracula counts as a "good" relationship. And Putin hasn't changed: He's pursuing his war as viciously as he has from the start.

What has changed, however, is that Putin's behavior is now a liability for Trump, who painted himself into a corner with laughable claims that he could end the war before he even took office, or on day one. The Russian president played along with Trump, as he has for years, because it is in Russia's interest to have an anti-American, anti-democratic force of chaos in the Oval Office, but none of that meant that Putin was going to stop the war.

One positive sign in Trump's frustration is that the American president is finally admitting that Putin is bent on the total conquest of Ukraine. "I've always said," Trump wrote, "that he wants ALL of Ukraine, not just a piece of it." This is some creative historical revisionism; Trump has long blamed former President Joe Biden and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky for the war. He also has surrounded himself with advisers and supporters who cling to the canard that Russia had some sort of legitimate security interest in attacking Ukraine, but now Putin and Trump are on the same page: The war is about Russia's attempt to absorb a neighboring state.

Trump has added Putin to the list of people responsible for the war, not because he has had an epiphany, but because (at least to judge by his message) he is, as usual, desperate to escape responsibility for his own failure to live up to his promises: "This is a War that would never have started if I were President," the Truth Social post continues. "This is Zelenskyy's, Putin's, and Biden's War, not 'Trump's,' I am only helping to put out the big and ugly fires, that have been started through Gross Incompetence and Hatred."

Evading blame is the kind of thing that obsesses Trump, but the only question that likely interests Putin is whether any of this will result in a meaningful change in American policy. Trump is eager to reduce U.S. sanctions on Russia, but Putin keeps making conciliatory moves impossible. Yesterday, German Chancellor Friedrich Merz took charge of the Free World's response to Putin's atrocities--someone has to--and said that Western weapons could be used in Ukraine without range limits. "There are no longer any range restrictions on weapons delivered to Ukraine--neither by the British nor by the French nor by us nor by the Americans." The Russians immediately denounced this as a "dangerous" move, and it is--for Russia.

Putin's forces are in bad shape. (You don't call in the North Koreans for help when things are going well.) And so the Kremlin has returned to the strategy it adopted when Russia's invasion plans melted down in 2022: a campaign of terror and war crimes to break Kyiv's will to resist. Removing range restrictions on Western weapons will help weaken that strategy, but the Ukrainians, as ever, need more help than they're getting.

The United States might be in a better position to force concessions or even a cease-fire from Russia if it had a functional national-security team. Instead, Trump has stocked the institutions of American national defense with incompetent sycophants. Trump's most prominent special envoy to Russia is a real-estate developer. The secretary of defense is a TV personality who mostly seems interested in bringing more bro culture into the military while his Pentagon falls into disarray. The national-intelligence services are under the charge of an unreliable former member of Congress who has clear sympathy for Russia and has reposted an anti-Western internet troll on her X account. The secretary of state is overseeing four different organizations, including the National Security Council where he is engaging in a purge of staff. (Several NSC staff were already fired in an apparent response to the demands of an oddball conspiracy theorist.)

The Kremlin--and other U.S. enemies--are unlikely to take such people seriously. Today, Trump pleaded again with Putin, posting on Truth Social that "if it weren't for me, lots of really bad things would have already happened to Russia, and I mean REALLY BAD. He's playing with fire!" This is a typically hyperbolic Trump formulation: Trump's record on Russia suggests that Putin need not worry. Indeed, Trump's election was, for Russia, a lucky break, a breather when the Kremlin needed it most. Nothing is going to change until Putin sees more costs for his actions--and the president stamping his feet on social media doesn't count.

Related: 

	Putin's still in charge.
 	A crisis is no time for amateurs.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The new Dark Age
 	The era of DEI for conservatives has begun.
 	The coming Democratic civil war
 	The "man-eater" screwworm is advancing.




Today's News

	The Trump administration is planning to cancel the government's remaining contracts with Harvard University, estimated to total $100 million.
 	Britain's King Charles III delivered a speech in Canada that seemed to defend Canadian sovereignty in the face of President Donald Trump's annexation threats.
 	The New York Times reported that Trump pardoned a man who pleaded guilty to tax crimes after his mother attended a Mar-a-Lago fundraising dinner last month that cost $1 million a person.




Dispatches 

	Work in Progress: America's debt is about to matter again, Roge Karma writes. When interest rates outpace growth, very bad things can happen.
 	The Wonder Reader: Here's what it feels like to love somebody who cannot communicate the way they once did.
 	The Weekly Planet: Emma Marris on the debate that American conservationists should be having.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Musuk Nolte for The Atlantic



Unraveling the Secrets of the Inca Empire

By Sam Kean

The heaps of khipus emerged from garbage bags in the back of the tiny, one-room museum--clumps of tangled ropes the size of beach balls. Sabine Hyland smiled as she gazed down at them and said, "Que lindo, que lindo": how beautiful. Hyland, an anthropologist, had traveled here to the remote mountain village of Jucul in the Peruvian Andes to study them, in the hope of unlocking one of the most important lost writing systems in history, that of the Inca empire.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Anti-Semitic violence is an American problem.
 	American realignment
 	How to hide a constitutional crisis
 	American democracy still has a lot going for it.
 	A new concept for fighting climate change




Culture Break


Netflix / Everett Collection



Watch. Sirens (streaming on Netflix) is the show of the summer, and it has a dark heart, Sophie Gilbert writes.

To believe or not to believe. Students are growing less religious. Many chaplains are adapting, Cornelia Powers writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Six Memorial Day Reads

Catch up on stories about an AncestryDNA test that revealed a medical secret, 24 books to get lost in this summer, and more.

by Stephanie Bai




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


This Memorial Day, catch up on Atlantic stories about an AncestryDNA test that revealed a medical secret, why public pools are in decline, 24 books to get lost in this summer, and more. 



Your Reading List

A Woman's AncestryDNA Test Revealed a Medical Secret

As a cancer patient, she had received cord-blood cells from an anonymous donor. The DNA from those cells led her to him. (From 2019)


By Sarah Zhang

The Decline of America's Public Pools

As summers get hotter, public pools help people stay cool. Why are they so neglected?


By Eve Andrews

24 Books to Get Lost in This Summer

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


The Atlantic Culture Desk

My Shipwreck Story

On my first time out as a commercial fisherman, my boat sank, my captain died, and I was left adrift and alone in the Pacific.


By Alec Frydman

$350,000 a Year, and Just Getting By

Financial confessionals reveal that income inequality and geographic inequality have normalized absurd spending patterns. (From 2019)


By Annie Lowrey

The Wrong Way to Motivate Your Kid

When children fall short, many parents' instinct is to take away something they love. That's the wrong impulse.


By Russell Shaw



P.S.

Read "I Remember," the latest poem by William H. McRaven, a retired Navy admiral and the former commander of U.S. Special Operations Command:

"I remember their faces. / I cannot forget their faces."



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 Show That Makes Being Awkward Feel Good

Culture and entertainment musts from Serena Dai

by Stephanie Bai




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


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Serena Dai, a senior editor who has written about the easiest way to keep your friends, the art of the restaurateur, and the endless hunt to make meaning of marriage.

Serena was surprised by how much she enjoyed The Rehearsal, the comedian Nathan Fielder's latest pseudo-reality series. She's also an avid romance-novel reader, a newly minted Jonas Brothers fan, and a longtime admirer of Kathryn Hahn's work.





The Culture Survey: Serena Dai

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: I'm a bit embarrassed to say that I could not bear to watch Nathan for You, a beloved show where the comedian Nathan Fielder suggests outlandish plans to help small businesses. Every person I trusted assured me that Fielder was a genius, and I got the sense that I must lack some sort of sophistication for not enjoying it. The entrepreneurs he was trying to "help" with suggestions such as poop-flavored frozen yogurt were real people; I felt too badly for them to find the show entertaining. So I was surprised to discover that I loved his new series, The Rehearsal--and now, a few episodes into the second season, I finally understand the "genius" moniker that my buddies have bequeathed him.

Similar to Nathan for You, the show pairs Fielder's monotonous tone with outrageous conceits, but this time, the premise is staging "rehearsals" to help people prepare for difficult moments. Though he's still cringey (and still allegedly misleading real people), he also poses questions about how comedy can effect real-life change, and reveals some insights about his own role in the entertainment industry's worst impulses. His critiques feel organic instead of forced, something that is not easy. By the second episode of the new season, I found myself not only in awe of the lengths he would go for a bit but also laughing out loud at the results. [Related: Nathan Fielder is his own worst enemy.]

The upcoming entertainment event I'm most looking forward to: The return of Lena Dunham's work to our TV screens, with her upcoming Netflix show, Too Much. I recently rewatched the first season of Girls, and seeing it in my 30s (long after the heated discourse about Millennials and nepo babies that surrounded the show's debut), I had a deeper appreciation for Dunham's talent for writing sharply drawn characters--ones who, even when they're infuriating, you can't help but love. When she hits, she hits! The new show, which debuts on July 10, stars one of my favorite internet personalities, the comedian Megan Stalter. She has an intensity in her facial expressions that makes me laugh before she even says a word, and I am eager to see how Dunham works with her talents. [Related: Eight perfect episodes of TV]

An actor I would watch in anything: Kathryn Hahn. She's funny and moving in so much that she does, but I really fell for her in I Love Dick, an adaptation of the Chris Kraus novel where she excels at playing a woman who wants and wants and wants.

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: This year, I finally did something that I've been thinking about for years: I started pulling up the Kindle app to read a book when I had the instinct to refresh my Instagram feed. I read an essay a long time ago recommending it as a way both to read more books and to make phone time feel less terrible, but I hadn't done it. For years, I still felt that any extended time I spent on my phone meant something bad about me, and frankly, I was also just easily distracted. But I decided I didn't need to read Proust, only stay off social media; as a result, I have probably tripled my intake of romance novels, which are breezy yet still require an attention span longer than 30 seconds. I recently dipped my toe into historical romance and have been loving the Ravenels series, by Lisa Kleypas, which you may also enjoy if you're a fan of Bridgerton. I do still spend plenty of time on Instagram trying to remind myself to not pay too much attention to parenting or fitness influencers, but I promise it's less. Much, much less.

An author I will read anything by: Jasmine Guillory. I love romance, I love love, and I love her characters.

An online creator whom I'm a fan of: I've been finding small ways to incorporate more Mandarin into my life because I'm trying to speak it more to my toddler, and a friend recommended following her Chinese teacher, Neruda Ling, on Instagram. He blends internet humor with Mandarin lessons, which is exactly what I need after a lifetime of associating the language with textbooks and long Sunday mornings in suburban community-college classrooms. Crucially, he also explains curse words and gay slang, something my immigrant mother would never have done in depth.

To be honest, I'm not sure if I remember any of the phrases he's taught, and even if I did, I doubt that I would have the guts to deploy them in casual conversation. Mostly, these videos remind me that the language doesn't have to feel inherently stiff like it did when I was growing up, and that Mandarin can, in fact, be a source of joy.

A good recommendation I recently received: I can't believe I'm saying this, but have you heard the latest Jonas Brothers single? It's called "Love Me to Heaven," and my husband stopped everything in our apartment one busy Saturday to make me listen to it. If you, like me, had kind of written them off as Disney Channel heartthrobs or tabloid fodder or reality-show jokesters, you too might be delighted to hear this pop-rock bop. I want to drive a convertible to the beach with the roof down and blast this song the whole way there.





Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The vanishers: secrets of the world's greatest privacy experts
 	The mother who never stopped believing her son was still there
 	The talented Mr. Vance




The Week Ahead

	Karate Kid: Legends, an action movie starring Jackie Chan and Ralph Macchio (in theaters Friday)
 	Season 3 of And Just Like That, a sequel to Sex and the City (premieres Thursday on Max)
 	Never Flinch, a crime novel by Stephen King about a killer and a dangerous stalker (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Getty.



The Pedestrians Who Abetted a Hawk's Deadly Attack

By Katherine J. Wu

In November of 2021, Vladimir Dinets was driving his daughter to school when he first noticed a hawk using a pedestrian crosswalk.
 The bird--a young Cooper's hawk, to be exact--wasn't using the crosswalk, in the sense of treading on the painted white stripes to reach the other side of the road in West Orange, New Jersey. But it was using the crosswalk--more specifically, the pedestrian-crossing signal that people activate to keep traffic out of said crosswalk--to ambush prey.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The unbearable weight of Mission: Impossible
 	Time for scary movies to make us laugh again.
 	America's Johnson & Johnson problem
 	No one is better at being looked at than Kim Kardashian.
 	What is Alison Bechdel's secret?






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	The largest upward transfer of wealth in American history
 	The decline and fall of Elon Musk
 	The anti-natalist's revenge




Photo Album


A woman wearing a protective helmet poses outside the National Congress in Buenos Aires during a protest led by pensioners. (Luis Robayo / AFP / Getty)



Take a look at these photos of the week, showing a swannery in southern England, tornado damage in Kentucky, a rally race in a Chinese desert, and more.



Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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An <em>Atlantic</em> Reading List on Consciousness

What it feels like to love somebody who cannot communicate the way they once did

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.


People in a vegetative state may be far more aware than was once thought, Sarah Zhang reports in a recent feature. "In some extraordinary patients, the line between conscious and unconscious is more permeable than one might expect," she writes. As scientists continue to try to comprehend the inner life of unresponsive patients, their work raises questions both for those living with these conditions and for the people who love them. Can these individuals hear us, and even understand us? What do we owe them? Today's reading list explores the human mind, and what it feels like to love somebody who cannot communicate the way they once did.



On the Human Mind

The Mother Who Never Stopped Believing Her Son Was Still There

By Sarah Zhang

For decades, Eve Baer remained convinced that her son, unresponsive after a severe brain injury, was still conscious. Science eventually proved her right.

Read the article.

How People With Dementia Make Sense of the World

By Dasha Kiper

The human brain has a way of creating logic, even when it's drifting from reality.

Read the article.



A Scientific Feud Breaks Out Into the Open

By Ross Andersen

I'm a pseudoscience? No, you're a pseudoscience!

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The Texas county where "everybody has somebody in their family" with dementia: Risk factors for dementia usually come in clusters--and in Starr County, Texas, an almost entirely Hispanic community, they quickly stack up.
 	How dementia locks people inside their pain: When a person feels pain but doesn't understand it, they can end up silently suffering, Marion Renault wrote in 2021.




Other Diversions

	What the show of the summer knows about intimacy
 	How to disappear
 	The beauty that moral courage creates




P.S.


Courtesy of Holly S.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Holly S. sent this photo of Glacier National Park.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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Project 2025's Architects Are Close to Achieving a Major Goal

A new Supreme Court ruling shows how the American right has gone from fearing big government to embracing it.

by David A. Graham




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


To understand how much the American right has changed, consider its journey from fiercely resisting President Franklin D. Roosevelt's efforts to expand executive power to surpassing them. A Supreme Court opinion yesterday gave Donald Trump a big win by allowing him to fire members of the so-called independent regulatory agencies. (At least, they used to be independent.)

The majority ruled that the president could remove these officials for now, with arguments to come later. The opinion is not conservative in any meaningful sense. It essentially overturns 90 years of precedent, and it does so using the Court's "shadow docket," which means an unsigned opinion delivered typically without oral arguments. Although couched in mild terms as a stay on lower-court rulings, this ruling--if it holds--will signal a radical shift that heralds a new era of big government.

These agencies--such as the Federal Communications Commission and the National Labor Relations Board--have a hybrid structure established by law. The president appoints members, and the Senate confirms them; they make their own decisions and are not directed by the White House. For the authors of Project 2025, the blueprint for Trump's administration, they are a major problem. "What we're trying to do is identify the pockets of independence and seize them," Russell Vought, the head of the Office of Management and Budget and an intellectual architect of Project 2025, told The New York Times in 2023. (I lay this out in detail in my recent book about Project 2025.)

In allowing the firings of members of these agencies, the right-wing majority would invalidate Humphrey's Executor v. United States, a 1935 Supreme Court ruling. At the time, Roosevelt was looking to seize power for the executive branch, and American conservatives were horrified. The Democrat had found that William Humphrey, a staunch small-government member of the Federal Trade Commission, was an impediment to his agenda, and fired him. Humphrey sued and ultimately triumphed--posthumously--with a 9-0 Supreme Court ruling agreeing that Roosevelt could not remove him.

The right has long resisted centralization of power in the presidency and viewed Roosevelt as a boogeyman. But the MAGA right has embraced his approach, if not his policies. Congress very clearly did not intend for these agencies to be under presidential control, but Vought and his circle believe that the structure is unconstitutional. "There are no independent agencies. Congress may have viewed them as such--SEC or the FCC, CFPB, the whole alphabet soup--but that is not something that the Constitution understands," Vought told Tucker Carlson in November. A major goal of Project 2025 is to get the Supreme Court to overturn Humphrey's, and now that goal is in sight.

The reasoning of yesterday's opinion is sometimes bizarre. The Trump administration argues that because these agencies function to execute the law, they ought to be under the control of the executive--that is, the president. The majority wrote that it believes that the administration is likely to prove that the agencies do indeed "exercise considerable executive power." Having accepted that argument, it concludes that "the Government faces greater risk of harm from an order allowing a removed officer to continue exercising the executive power than a wrongfully removed officer faces from being unable to perform her statutory duty."

In other words, the majority argues that even though the existing system has been in place for 90 years, it is too dangerous to leave in place for a short time longer and must be set aside--even if the Court ultimately changes its mind and reinstates the members after oral arguments. This is not conservative: It neither takes a cautious approach toward change nor conforms to stare decisis, the idea that courts should defer to precedent. As Justice Elena Kagan wrote in dissent, "Our emergency docket, while fit for some things, should not be used to overrule or revise existing law."

The majority also excludes the Federal Reserve from its ruling, protecting Fed Chair Jerome Powell from Trump's ire. This is probably a good thing for the nation's economy, but as Kagan notes, the reasoning is flimsy. The carve-out simply reinforces the idea that the right-wing majority is functioning as politicians in robes, willing to assist Trump but wary of the economic impact of a Powell defenestration.

If the ruling stands, the Supreme Court will have decreed a big shift of power from Congress to the White House. The opinion came the same day that the Government Accounting Office concluded that the administration is violating the Impoundment Control Act of 1974 by withholding funds appropriated by Congress for an electric-vehicle-charger program. This case may be coming to 1 First Street NE soon enough: Trump and Vought also want to get the Court to declare the ICA unconstitutional.

These changes may sound dry and academic, but giving new powers to the president will have direct and serious effects on the way Americans live their lives. We can already glimpse what post-Humphrey's America might look like, because agency leaders appointed by Trump are already proceeding not as independent actors but as surrogates for the White House.

At the Federal Communications Commission, Chairman Brendan Carr (a Project 2025 author) has used his power to threaten the broadcast license of outlets that are critical of Trump and to bully CBS News over an interview with former Vice President Kamala Harris. And just this week, the Federal Trade Commission reportedly sent the liberal watchdog group Media Matters a letter aligning with a lawsuit from Elon Musk's X over a report it published about anti-Semitism on X. (Media Matters has denied wrongdoing.) If a Democratic administration took the same action against a similar conservative group, the shouts of "censorship" from the right would be deafening.

With the Supreme Court appearing ready to grant the president this new control, the only obstacle to growing authoritarian power is for Congress to defend its prerogatives--to write laws and create structures for agencies that function without White House interference. The current Congress doesn't offer much reason for optimism.

Related:

	Independent agencies never stood a chance under Trump. 
 	The Project 2025 presidency




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	RFK Jr.'s worst nightmare
 	The debt is about to matter again.
 	The anti-natalist's revenge




Today's News

	A federal judge temporarily blocked the Trump administration's ban on Harvard University's ability to enroll international students.
 	The United Nations secretary-general said that "Palestinians in Gaza are enduring what may be the cruelest phase" of the Israel-Hamas war and that the entire population of Gaza is at risk of famine.
 	Multiple people were stabbed by a woman at a train station in Hamburg, Germany, according to officials.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: The cartoonist Alison Bechdel is willing to let her main character be both her double and the butt of her joke, Emma Sarappo writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Serwarah, a 21-year-old from Afghanistan, at Hogar Luisa, a Catholic Church reception center for refugees and migrants in Panama City (Tarina Rodriguez for The Atlantic)



"All They Want Is America. All They Have Is Panama."

By Gisela Salim-Peyer

The Decapolis Hotel advertises "spacious suites & ocean views" in a business area in Panama City. The glass tower is also one of the few hotels in the city that can accommodate 299 people on short notice. When three planes carrying non-Panamanian deportees arrived in mid-February from the United States, the Decapolis redirected its guests to partner hotels and turned over its trendy lobby to armed security personnel, who ensured that no one could get in or out.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	What are people still doing on X?
 	It should not be controversial to plead for Gaza's children.
 	The long war that ended last week
 	A striking moment in American activism
 	The pedestrians who abetted a hawk's deadly attack




Culture Break


Paramount



Watch. What started as the adventures of a brilliant spy morphed into the mythology of an exemplary human being. David Sims on the unbearable weight of Mission: Impossible, as felt in the franchise's latest film (out now in theaters).

Read. Wages for Housework, a book by Emily Callaci, details the 1970s campaign that fought to get women paid for their work in the home, Lily Meyer writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Funniest Part of Alison Bechdel's Work

The author is willing to let her main character be both her double and the butt of her joke.

by Emma Sarappo




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


Dykes to Watch Out For, the long-running lesbian comic strip that launched Alison Bechdel's career, is full of kitchen-table drama and dry humor, but its title is also more literal than those elements might suggest. Watch out, strip after strip said: Here comes Mo, the main character and author-avatar, spinning her way onto the page like a flustered Tasmanian devil of '90s-lefty anxiety. Look out for Mo, going hoarse over the rise of Pat Buchanan or chiding her circle for not thinking enough about genocide in Bosnia. There's Mo, nose in a newspaper, ignoring her friends' new baby to stress about the latest mainstream co-optation of radical activism.

This might sound like a drag, but it's actually one of the funniest running bits in Bechdel's work. For decades, the author has allowed herself--or her stand-in self--to be loudly annoying, and often wrong, on the page. When Mo's a bummer, her friends snap back at her; when she talks or worries her way out of an opportunity to get laid, they poke fun at her. Mo is frequently uptight about other people's choices (to take Prozac, for instance, or to transition), but her diatribes usually end with her being dressed down or hurting someone she cares about. I've always been charmed by how much Bechdel is willing to let Mo be both her double and the butt of her joke. In her new book, Spent, Bechdel blurs the writer-character line even further, Hanna Rosin writes this week, and the result is even more gratifying.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's books desk:

	Return of the shaman
 	Shutting down Salman Rushdie is not going to help
 	America's Johnson & Johnson problem
 	An awkward truth about American work


Spent is not a memoir, but neither is it wholly fictional. Instead, it's a graphic novel about a character named Alison Bechdel, who looks just like Alison Bechdel, the book's author--and also an older Mo. Novel-Alison, like real Alison, lives in Vermont with her partner, Holly, and has made a lot of unexpected money off a television adaptation of her memoir. (Bechdel's memoir Fun Home was adapted into a Tony Award-winning musical.) Alison and Holly's closest friends in Vermont are old standbys from DTWOF: Sparrow, Stuart, and their child, J.R.; Ginger; and Lois, who all live in a group house. They're busy with their own various crises and hookups, while Alison finds that more money means more problems. "There's no avoiding it. She is complicit to the craw with the capitalist crisis," a box of omniscient narration says in one panel. Alison, sitting at her desk doing her taxes, says aloud: "Someone should write a book about this."

Spent is that book. Bechdel the author is "astute enough to know that famous people lamenting the burdens of fame are insufferable," Rosin writes. So here, "she's created an Alison whose dilemma parodies contemporary celebrity culture, while also parodying herself, the author." And, thank goodness, it's still funny. Alison keeps putting her foot in her mouth on social issues, especially in front of the radical recent college dropout J.R. and their companion, Badger. The young adults--furious with the world for going about business as usual during a 21st-century "polycrisis" (the name of a podcast they host)--resemble in many ways a younger Mo. Meanwhile, Alison wonders where her fighting spirit has gone, growing concerned that luxury and age have dulled her into complacency.

When Sparrow suggests that the kids cool it, Bechdel isn't mocking their idealism. And she's not suggesting that Alison's become a coldhearted reactionary--just that she has more to manage, and perhaps more to lose, than she did years before. After all, in DTWOF, Mo's all-consuming neuroticism prevented her from living a fulfilling life, driving away friends and lovers. As in previous books, Bechdel seems to hint that a middle path is the only way forward: Giving in to mega-corporations and nihilistically welcoming climate apocalypse, she suggests, is an abdication of our responsibilities to one another. But her characters have to learn, again and again, that sticking to your principles doesn't have to mean ruining every meal shared with your loved ones.




What Is Alison Bechdel's Secret?

By Hanna Rosin

The cartoonist has spent a lifetime worrying. In a new graphic novel, she finds something like solace.

Read the full article.





What to Read

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

From our list: The 2025 summer reading guide





Out Next Week

? Autocorrect, by Etgar Keret

? When It All Burns, by Jordan Thomas


? The South, by Tash Aw




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Jacquie Ursula Caldwell / Library of Congress; Getty.



The World That 'Wages for Housework' Wanted

By Lily Meyer

But creating social conditions that are conducive to motherhood doesn't have to be part of a reactionary agenda. Indeed, one of the feminist movement's most radical and idealistic intellectual branches, a 1970s campaign called Wages for Housework, advocated for policies that, if ever implemented, genuinely might set off a baby boom. Its central goal was straightforward: government pay for anybody who does the currently unremunerated labor of caring for their own home and family. On top of that, the movement envisioned communal social structures and facilities including high-quality public laundromats and day cares that would get women out of their homes and give them their own time, such that paying them to do housework wouldn't consign them to a life without anything else.

Read the full article.



* Lead image: Excerpted from the book Spent, provided courtesy of Mariner Books, an imprint of HarperCollins Publishers. (c) 2025 by Alison Bechdel. Reprinted by permission.

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


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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In Defense of Academic Freedom

Three reasons why even wrongheaded or harmful ideas should not be censored

by Conor Friedersdorf




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


Why defend academic freedom even when the ideas in question are wrongheaded or harmful? "It is precisely because any kind of purge opens the gate to all kinds of purge, that freedom of thought necessarily means the freedom to think bad thoughts as well as good."

Those words, written in 1953 by Joseph Alsop, an alumnus of Harvard who later served on its Board of Overseers, are relevant today, as the Trump administration cancels the visas of foreign students for viewpoints that it deems "bad." And they were relevant in recent years as institutions of higher education investigated and disciplined members of their communities for expressing views that ran afoul of various progressive social-justice orthodoxies. But Alsop wrote them in response to the McCarthy era's efforts to identify and punish Communists who were working in academia. Hundreds of professors were summoned by the House Un-American Activities Committee and the Senate Internal Security Subcommittee, forced to appear as witnesses, and pressured to name names--that is, to identify fellow academics with ties to the Communist Party. Many were then censured or fired and blacklisted by their employers.

"I have been profoundly and actively anti-Communist all my life," Alsop declared in a letter to the president and fellows of Harvard, published in The Atlantic. "Unfortunately, however, the question that confronts us is not how we feel about Communists and ex-Communists. The question is, rather, how we feel about the three great principles which have run, like threads of gold, through the long, proud Harvard story."

The first principle he listed was the freedom to make personal choices within the limits of the law. The second principle was "unrestricted freedom of thought." And the third principle was one's right to due process when accused of breaking the law. "A member of our faculty is not to be penalized for any legal choice he may make, however eccentric or controversial," Alsop wrote. "He may become a nudist or a Zoroastrian, imitate Origen or adopt the Pythagorean rules of diet. If called before a Congressional investigating committee, he may seek the protection of the Fifth Amendment, and refuse to testify on grounds of possible self-incrimination. However much we disapprove, we may not interfere."

By standing for "unrestricted free trade in ideas," Alsop sought to conserve the university's ability to extend the frontiers of human thought and knowledge at a moment that has long been regarded as one of the darkest in the history of American academia. But as Greg Lukianoff, the president of the Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression (FIRE), documented in a 2023 Atlantic article, the threat to academic freedom today arguably surpasses the threat that existed in the 1950s. "According to the largest study at the time, about 100 professors were fired over a 10-year period during the second Red Scare for their political beliefs or communist ties," he wrote. "We found that, in the past nine years, the number of professors fired for their beliefs was closer to 200." More recently, FIRE has objected to the Trump administration's infringements on academic freedom, including the unprecedented demands that it sent to Harvard last month.

Supporters of academic freedom have every reason to fear that more colleges will be similarly targeted in coming months. One defense should involve consulting similar situations from bygone eras. Doing so can help identify principles and arguments that have stood the test of time--and it can be a source of hope. After all, the authoritarian excesses of McCarthyism, which intimidated so many, did not long endure. "From the perspective of the sixties, the whole period has an air of unreality" for many students, a 1965 Harvard Crimson article--written in an era of "sit-ins, summer projects, and full page ads criticizing U.S. foreign policy placed in the Times by hundreds of academics"--declared. But just several years prior, it pointed out, "tenured professors thought long and hard before risking a statement on public issues; teaching fellows, fearful of antagonizing Governing Boards, were politically inert; and students retreated into silence and inactivity."

I hope that, circa 2030, incoming college students will have trouble understanding the mounting attacks on academic freedom that began about a decade ago. Perhaps this period, echoing the Red Scare's aftermath, may yet be followed by a new flourishing of academic freedom. A renaissance of that sort will require defending people's rights--no matter how abhorrent one may find a given opinion. As Alsop put it, "In these cases the individuals are nothing and the principles are everything."
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A Dangerous Disguise for Anti-Semitism

The person charged with attacking an American Jewish gathering and killing two Israeli-embassy aides disingenuously invoked the Palestinian struggle as a pretext to harm Jews.

by Yair Rosenberg




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 5:44 p.m. ET on May 22, 2025.


When Hamas stormed across the Gaza border on October 7, 2023, it knew exactly what it was doing. The group had detailed maps of nearby Israeli military bases and forces, and quickly overran them. But the terrorist group did not stop there. Instead, Hamas advanced into civilian communities, butchering and burning whole families, shooting children in front of their parents, and parents in front of their children. Gunmen executed a grandmother in her home and uploaded the video to her Facebook page for friends and family to see. After discovering a music festival in the vicinity, the group diverted its paragliding fighters to massacre and kidnap the attendees. "I killed 10 Jews with my own hands," one Hamas member ecstatically told his parents over the phone.

As it turned out, the Israeli military was not the primary target of Hamas. It was just in the way of the real target: any and all Jewish people in the land of Israel. The terrorist group's anti-Zionism turned out to be a flimsy cover for its anti-Semitism.

Last night, another assailant used the Palestinian struggle as a pretext to harm Jews. In Washington, D.C., a man named Elias Rodriguez allegedly shot and killed two people as they were exiting an event at the Capital Jewish Museum. There is much we still don't know about this terrible tragedy, but we do know that Rodriguez has been charged with first-degree murder and other crimes (he has not entered a plea), and that witnesses say he confessed to the crime, declaring, "I did it for Gaza."

The victims of this atrocity happened to be staff members at the Israeli embassy. But the gathering they attended was not an Israeli-embassy event, and it was not held in the Israeli embassy: It was a gathering of Jews at a Jewish institution. Rodriguez went to an American Jewish Committee event for young professionals and allegedly executed two people leaving the venue. "Police believe the shooter targeted the event but had not singled out any individual before arriving," The Washington Post reported. It seems to have been mere happenstance that left the Israeli-embassy staffers dead and not someone else.

One of the victims, Sarah Milgrim, was actually American. The other victim, Yaron Lischinsky, was born to a Jewish father and a Christian mother, and the family lived for a time in Nuremberg, Germany, a place with a dark legacy of anti-Semitism, before returning to Israel when Yaron was 16.

Like Hamas, the perpetrator wrapped his anti-Semitic animus in the disguise of the Palestinian struggle, reportedly pulling out a keffiyeh and shouting, "Free Palestine!" But his depraved actions, like theirs, expose the lie of his lofty words. Neither Palestine nor Israel will ever truly be free until their societies are liberated from megalomaniacal men who perpetrate demonic acts in their name.

The event that Rodriguez targeted reportedly featured speakers discussing "humanitarian diplomacy" for crises "throughout the Middle East and North Africa." Despite his protestations to the contrary, Rodriguez did nothing last night for Palestinians. His alleged decision to murder guests at an AJC event suggests that what he wanted was simply to hurt Jews.

Like other forms of bigotry, the problem of anti-Jewish prejudice will not be resolved by its targets. Anti-Semitism will not be expunged by the 0.2 percent of the world that is Jewish, but by the 99.8 percent that is not. The FBI and Metropolitan Police Department are investigating the shooting as a potential hate crime. But the larger question today is: Will our society provide excuses and justifications that fuel further anti-Jewish violence, or will it choose to stand against those who use such pretexts to brutalize Jews the way they've been brutalized for centuries?




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/05/israeli-embassy-aides-shooting-dc/682912/?utm_source=feed
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