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        When Pete Hegseth's Pentagon Tenure Started Going Sideways
        Ashley Parker

        Things were going fine for Pete Hegseth, right up until a chance encounter with the world's richest man. His pursuit of Donald Trump's agenda at the Pentagon had made him a star among the president's advisers. The former Fox News host had moved swiftly to roll back diversity initiatives in the military and to expand U.S. troops' role in halting immigration at the southern border. His willingness to challenge Republican orthodoxy on foreign policy and punch back at critics was seen as an asset as ...

      

      
        'I'm Treating Guys Who Would Never Be Caught Dead in a Casino'
        Hana Kiros

        Gambling has swallowed American sports culture whole. Until early 2018, sports betting was illegal under federal law; today, it's legal in 39 states and Washington, D.C. (and easy enough to access through backdoor channels even in the states where it isn't). During NFL games, gambling commercials air more often than ads for beer. Commentators analyze not just whether a team can win, but if they might win by at least the number of points by which they're favored on betting apps. Nearly half of men...

      

      
        How Wittgenstein Can Make You Happier
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.My preoccupation with writing about meaning, love, and happiness derives from my desire to understand these parts of life more deeply, and impart to others whatever understanding I can glean. I will confess that this can be a frustrating task at times because I feel as though I can never get to the essence of these sublimities; words always feel inadequate. For a long time, I believed that at som...

      

      
        Ukraine Got a Major Battle Victory. Trump Is Not Happy.
        Jonathan Lemire

        Ukraine's drone strikes deep into Russia delivered a humiliating blow to Moscow last weekend. Kyiv's defenders celebrated the attack as a triumph of modern warfare and a warning to Russian President Vladimir Putin. But the extraordinary operation got a different response inside the White House: anger.Donald Trump has openly vented in recent weeks about Putin's unwillingness to end the war. But since Sunday's attack, which hit a series of Russian military airfields, the president has privately exp...

      

      
        Trump Tries to Blame the Colorado Attack on 'Open Border' Policies
        Jonathan Lemire

        After the firebomb attack in Colorado that injured 12 people on Sunday, President Donald Trump blamed his predecessor's "ridiculous Open Border Policy" for allowing the entry of Mohamed Sabry Soliman, the Egyptian national now charged with a federal hate crime. White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller denounced "suicidal" U.S. immigration policies, and Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem announced that Soliman's wife and five children had been taken into immigration custody and would ...

      

      
        MAHA Has a Pizza Problem
        Nicholas Florko

        Every Monday and Wednesday, students at Channelview High School, outside Houston, are treated to Domino's for lunch. Delivery drivers from a local branch of the fast-food chain arrive at the school with dozens of pizzas fresh out of the oven, served in Domino's-branded cardboard boxes. Children can be picky eaters, but few foods are more universally enticing than freshly cooked pizza--let alone from a restaurant students are almost certainly already familiar with. "For kids to be able to see Oh, t...

      

      
        Mossad's Former Chief Calls the War in Gaza 'Useless'
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn John le Carre novels, the spies often lie and keep secrets even when they don't have to, because it's a "mentality," le Carre once explained, a way of living "you never shed." So it was notable when 250 veteran Israeli intelligence officers recently signed their names to an open letter demanding that Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu throw away his plans to escalate the war on Gaza. The war, they wrote, "doesn't contri...

      

      
        When My Teacher Made Me Pray
        Michael Sokolove

        When I was in second grade, my teacher made us pray that the law would change so that a day at school could once again begin with a prayer. I was 7, but even at that age, I knew there was something nonsensical about praying to be allowed to pray.This was at a public school outside Philadelphia in the 1960s, not that long after the Supreme Court ruled that prayer in public schools violated the Constitution. In our predominantly Catholic neighborhood, my family, with its three kids, seemed to me to...

      

      
        Trump Is Right About Affirmative Action
        Thomas Chatterton Williams

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.President Donald Trump's assault on what he broadly calls DEI has been slapdash and sadistic. That doesn't mean the system under attack should be maintained. Racial preferencing in university admissions as well as in employment and government contracting--more commonly understood as affirmative action--might once have been necessary, but long ago became glaringly unfair in practice. Affirmative action in coll...

      

      
        The Trump Administration Is Spending $2 Million to Figure Out Whether DEI Causes Plane Crashes
        Isaac Stanley-Becker

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.When President Donald Trump blamed diversity, equity, and inclusion programs for the deadly January crash at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport, some aviation officials were appalled. Some were simply perplexed. But few officials inside the Federal Aviation Administration took the president's remarks seriously.  Not so for the political leadership of the Department of Transportation. The FAA's parent...

      

      
        An Innocent Abroad in Mark Twain's Paris
        Caity Weaver

        Photographs by Benjamin MalaprisFor as long as Paris has existed, a group of people known by many names--derelicts; lollygaggers; scammers; bums--have sought to pass time there at no cost to themselves. Once, some 2,000 years ago, so many such personages (then known as barbarians) came to Paris simultaneously that the city was destroyed. Today, their descendants are politely called writers.One of the most successful to ever do it was a larkish American steamboat operator. In 1866, when he was 31, h...

      

      
        Why Skepticism About College Is Hard to Shake
        Isabel Fattal

        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.College-graduation ceremonies are expressions of joy, but also of relief. As photos are taken, tassels turned, hugs exchanged, the hope is that all of the hard work, and the money, will have been worth it.But many Americans aren't convinced that it is. Confidence in the institution of higher education h...

      

      
        The Writer Who Knew the Joys of Sex
        Gary Shteyngart

        Edmund White had the most beautiful blush. I recall watching him at a celebration of his work while one of his most sexually explicit essays (which is saying a lot) was read aloud--my mind had to perform its own gymnastics just to picture all the right organs in the right receptacles. Ed's blush somehow managed to overlap his cheeks and spread across his chin, his forehead, his ears, and into his greatest receptacle of all: his kindly, contemplative soul.No one blushed like Ed. And when you saw hi...

      

      
        No One Can Offer Any Hope
        George Packer

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Every month or so I get a desperate message from a 25-year-old Afghan refugee in Pakistan. Another came just last week. I've written about Saman in the past. Because my intent today is to write about her place in the moral universe of Elon Musk and Vice President J. D. Vance, I'll compress her story to its basic details: During the Afghan War, Saman and her husband, Farhad (they requested pseudonyms for the...

      

      
        Archivists Aren't Ready for the 'Very Online' Era
        Michael Waters

        In February 1987, members of a queer-student group at Queens College, in New York, started jotting down their private thoughts in a communal composition book. As in a diary, each entry was signed and dated. Members wrote about parties they'd attended, speakers they wanted to invite to campus, questions they had about their sexuality. The book, now housed in an archive at the college, was also a place to vent and snipe. In November 1991, a student wrote in all caps, "I HATE QUEENS COLLEGE. I HATE ...

      

      
        A Ukrainian Crime Caper That Undermines Expectations
        Uilleam Blacker

        A relatively young Ukrainian state, having freed itself from Moscow's grasp, is trying to find its place as an independent nation in a changing world order. Moscow, however, decides to reclaim what it lost and sends an army to take Kyiv. An outnumbered Ukrainian force intercepts the Russian soldiers just north of the city. Ukraine's fate hangs in the balance.This is a description not of February 2022 but of January 1918, when the Bolsheviks advanced on Kyiv to crush the Ukrainian People's Republi...

      

      
        The Media Is Splitting in Two
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with a warning about how Donald Trump's second term has brought a more systematic and punishing assault on American media, through regulatory pressure, retaliatory lawsuits, and corporate intimidation.Then David is joined by the legendary newspaper editor Marty Baron to discuss how today's media institutions are struggling to stand up to power. Baron ...

      

      
        A High IQ Makes You an Outsider, Not a Genius
        Helen Lewis

        Who has the highest IQ in history? One answer would be: a 10-year-old girl from Missouri. In 1956, according to lore, she took a version of the Stanford-Binet IQ test and recorded a mental age of 22 years and 10 months, equivalent to an IQ north of 220. (The minimum score needed to get into Mensa is 132 or 148, depending on the test, and the average IQ in the general population is 100.) Her result lay unnoticed for decades, until it turned up in The Guinness Book of World Records, which lauded he...

      

      
        Mount Everest's Xenon-Gas Controversy Will Last Forever
        Alex Hutchinson

        It was a travesty--two travesties, actually, separate but inextricably linked. In May 1953, Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay became the first people to reach the summit of Mount Everest, a challenge that had killed more than a dozen people in the preceding decades and that scientists had once declared impossible. The catch: They breathed canisters of pure oxygen, an aid that the Everest pioneer George Mallory--one of those who died on the mountain--had once dismissed as "a damnable heresy."A month ...

      

      
        FEMA Is Not Prepared
        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Updated at 4:32 p.m. ET on June 4, 2025Who manages the disaster if the disaster managers are the disaster?That's a question that the people of the United States may have to answer soon. As hurricane season begins in the U.S., the Federal Emergency Management Agency is in disarray.Reuters reported yester...

      

      
        Big Tech's AI Endgame Is Coming Into Focus
        Matteo Wong

        If Google has its way, there will be no search bars, no search terms, no searching (at least not by humans). The very tool that has defined the company--and perhaps the entire internet--for nearly three decades could soon be overtaken by a chatbot. Last month, at its annual software conference, Google launched "AI Mode," the most drastic overhaul to its search engine in the company's history.The feature is different from the AI summaries that already show up in Google's search results, which appear...

      

      
        Dear James: I'm Not Very Punk Rock
        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'm not very punk rock. Not even a little. I'm well into middle age and experiencing my first taste of the many small indignities sure to come. I wear sensible shoes wit...

      

      
        A Spectacular Eruption of Mount Etna
        Alan Taylor

        Marco Restivo / ReutersVolcanic ash and steam rise from Mount Etna, as seen from Milo, Italy, on June 2, 2025.Fabrizio Villa / GettyA volcanic plume rises from the southeast crater of Mount Etna on June 2, 2025, seen from Catania, Italy.Marco Restivo / ReutersPlumes of volcanic ash rise from Mount Etna, as seen from Milo, Italy, on June 2, 2025.Salvatore Allegra / Anadolu / GettyA cloud of ash and gas rises as Etna erupts again, seen in Nicolosi, near Catania, on June 2, 2025.Joachim Herrmann / R...

      

      
        Diddy's Trial Is Revealing a Conspiracy, but It's Not the One People Expected
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Over the past year and a half, I've kept finding myself in unexpected conversations about Diddy. Cab drivers, deli cooks, and far-flung uncles have all wanted to chat about the 55-year-old rapper who's now on trial for charges of sex trafficking, racketeering conspiracy, and transportation to engage in prostitution. There is, certainly, plenty to talk about: Federal prosecutors allege that the media mogul liked to throw baby-oil-slicked orgies--called "freak-offs"--where abuse and exploitation regularly occurred. (He pleaded not guilty;...

      

      
        The GOP's New Medicaid Denialism
        Jonathan Chait

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Congressional Republicans claim to have achieved something truly miraculous. Their One Big Beautiful Bill Act, they argue, would cut nearly $800 billion from Medicaid spending over 10 years without causing any Americans to lose health care--or, at least, without making anyone who loses health care worse off.The Congressional Budget Office estimates that, by imposing Medicaid work requirements, the bill would...
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When Pete Hegseth's Pentagon Tenure Started Going Sideways

The defense secretary annoyed Donald Trump with a favor for Elon Musk. Hegseth's problems only grew from there.

by Missy Ryan, Ashley Parker




Things were going fine for Pete Hegseth, right up until a chance encounter with the world's richest man. His pursuit of Donald Trump's agenda at the Pentagon had made him a star among the president's advisers. The former Fox News host had moved swiftly to roll back diversity initiatives in the military and to expand U.S. troops' role in halting immigration at the southern border. His willingness to challenge Republican orthodoxy on foreign policy and punch back at critics was seen as an asset as Trump began his second term.



But then, in mid-March, Hegseth bumped into Elon Musk in a White House hallway, and extended an ill-fated invitation to the tech titan for an exclusive military briefing.



"Up until then, DOD had been the golden child," one person familiar with Hegseth's office told us.



When Trump learned about the proposed briefing the night before it was scheduled to take place, he was displeased. Although Hegseth denied a New York Times report that the March 21 meeting would focus on plans for potential war with Beijing, Trump told others that any presentation on China would be inappropriate for Musk, who has extensive business interests there, according to people familiar with the president's reaction. The very idea that top officers would brief the businessman in the Tank--the secure Pentagon conference room where the military brass assembles for visits by the commander in chief--added to an unwelcome perception that Musk wielded outsize government power.



In a call hours after the Times story appeared, Trump made clear to Hegseth that the briefing was "a bad look" for the administration, according to individuals with knowledge of the call. When Hegseth visited the White House the next day to debut the Air Force's newest fighter jet, Trump again conveyed his displeasure. "This is crazy and stupid," Trump said of the briefing, one of these people told us. "Why would we even do this?"



Jonathan Lemire: Why Trump is standing by Hegseth, for now



Trump reserved most of his ire for Musk and did not express anger toward Hegseth personally, White House officials told us. Yet the Musk episode, and Trump's response to Hegseth, details of which have not been previously reported, represented a turning point for the new Pentagon chief, according to people familiar with his tenure who spoke with us on the condition of anonymity. Since then, a series of embarrassing revelations, including Hegseth's disclosure of military attack plans on the messaging app Signal, have fueled turmoil and suspicion at the Pentagon's highest levels. They have also intensified public scrutiny of Hegseth's judgment and deepened questions about his ability to deliver on the president's military priorities, including pushing back against China and demonstrating American strength, which the president believes was eroded by his predecessor. "Things were heading in the right direction," the person familiar with Hegseth's office added. "But then the leaks and Signalgate just really fucked up Pete."

Hegseth oversees a workforce of more than 3 million, and a budget of close to $1 trillion, without a chief of staff. His shrunken circle of close aides lacks extensive Pentagon experience. Key military commanders are preparing to retire without replacements in sight. Sidelined aides have aired details of unseemly feuds at the department's senior levels, and a series of unflattering media reports have fueled what numerous officials describe as Hegseth's fixation on stopping leaks.



White House officials say that Trump continues to support Hegseth--the defense chief's job is "100 percent safe," one told us. This official also noted that in addition to having Trump's affection, Hegseth is personally liked by both Vice President J. D. Vance and White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles. White House Deputy Press Secretary Anna Kelly told us that the entire administration remains "fully behind Secretary Hegseth's mission to prioritize our warfighters, eliminate terrorists, and restore common sense at the DOD." But scores of congressional Democrats have called on Hegseth to resign. One Republican, Representative Don Bacon of Nebraska, has suggested that he be fired.



Musk's Pentagon visit originated from a conversation in Musk's sparsely furnished office that followed their impromptu meeting in a White House hallway, when Hegseth suggested that Musk come over to the Pentagon to talk with senior military leaders. The defense chief later authorized the meeting to be held in the Tank. Several people told us that Hegseth's invitation came at a moment when the Defense Department, like other agencies across the government, was facing the prospect of cuts by Musk's Department of Government Efficiency. While Hegseth has touted DOGE's steps to reduce the number of federal contractors and other personnel, DOD was not driving the process. The invitation represented a chance for Pentagon leaders to help steer DOGE's direction in cutting one of the world's largest bureaucracies. (A representative for Musk did not respond to multiple requests for comment.)



Tom Nichols: Pete Hegseth's patriotic duty is to resign



Just three days after Musk's Pentagon visit, Hegseth's judgment again came into question when Jeffrey Goldberg, the editor in chief of The Atlantic, revealed that he had been added to a high-level Signal chat about plans to bomb Houthi militants in Yemen. Although then-National Security Adviser Michael Waltz had inadvertently invited Goldberg to the thread, it was Hegseth who escalated the exchange by posting details of an imminent attack on Houthi targets, including the precise times when U.S. jets would be flying over their targets in Yemen. Current and former officials have said that such advance attack information would typically be highly classified because of the danger its disclosure could pose to pilots.



A cascade of other revelations followed, including stories detailing the unusual role that Hegseth's wife, Jennifer, has played in his work at the Pentagon, where she has attended meetings with foreign officials and issued orders related to her husband's media appearances. News reports also revealed that Hegseth gave his younger brother a senior Pentagon role and authorized the installation of a makeup studio at a cost of thousands of dollars. Current and former officials told us that Hegseth has since threatened to polygraph numerous senior officials, including the acting chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He has also overturned decades of tradition in the military's relationship with the press, ousting media outlets from their long-standing Pentagon workspaces in favor of Trump-friendly voices and ending reporters' access to most of the building.



When The Atlantic interviewed Trump in the Oval Office in late April, the president said he'd had "a talk" with Hegseth about the various embarrassing reports, predicting, "I think he's gonna get it together."



Yet the Musk and Signal episodes reveal what some individuals familiar with Hegseth's tenure described to us as his tendency to use his position heading the world's most advanced military as a "flex." He attempts to impress others with his access to sensitive information and his power to direct American forces, even if it means a little indiscretion along the way, they said. "He's got this $180,000 Ferrari. That's the Pentagon for him," another person familiar with Hegseth's office told us. "And he likes to show it off."



Hegseth created further controversy after he elevated Ricky Buria, a Marine who'd been serving as a military aide when Hegseth took office, to a senior role and sought to name him as chief of staff. Buria often made demands of more senior officers, and his sudden promotion to a senior political position rubbed many in the rank-conscious military the wrong way.



Trump personally blocked Buria from the chief-of-staff job because of his ties to Lloyd Austin, Joe Biden's Pentagon chief, White House officials told us. People familiar with Pentagon staffing told us that the White House had explored hiring at least four replacements for Joe Kasper, who had abruptly left the chief-of-staff job in April to take a new role in the department, but that none had worked out.



The chief Pentagon spokesperson, Sean Parnell, said in a statement that personnel changes are a "natural and necessary feature of any highly effective organization."



"Americans outside the beltway don't care about 'palace intrigue' or sensationalized mainstream media gossip," Parnell said. "They care about action."

In response to suggestions from the White House, the Pentagon has in recent weeks begun to slowly expand its media engagement beyond MAGA-friendly outlets, taking reporters from several mainstream print-news organizations on Hegseth's travels to Latin America and Asia. Kingsley Wilson, Hegseth's Pentagon press secretary, told us that Hegseth's travels have involved bringing along journalists from "a wide range of outlets." Hegseth, however, has stuck to a rote playbook in responding to unfavorable news: attempt to discredit the media, then pivot to his efforts to rebuild the military and restore the "warrior ethos" he says was lost under Democratic leaders. "This is what the media does," he told reporters during a family Easter event at the White House, children in party attire looking on from behind. He gestured at the journalists assembled before him, calling them "hoaxsters." "They try to slash and burn people and ruin their reputations. It's not going to work with me."



Jason Dempsey: Hegseth has all the wrong enemies



Trump has stood by his Pentagon chief, suggesting that he admires the combative approach Hegseth takes in attacking administration detractors. He is a "tough cookie" who "went through a lot," the president said late last month. Trump also spent significant political capital pushing through Hegseth's nomination--Vance had to cast the tiebreaking vote after the Senate deadlocked on confirmation at 50-50--and is reluctant to abandon him now, especially because it might look like giving the media a scalp.



That support will be tested next week, when Hegseth begins a series of hearings on Capitol Hill convened to address the administration's budget requests. Hegseth is sure to face difficult questions from Democrats, including on his handling of sensitive  information, the upheaval in the Pentagon's upper ranks, and his firing of senior military officials. Those officers include the second-ever Black chairman of the Joint Chiefs and the first female Navy chief, both of whom Hegseth previously suggested were promoted because of their race and gender, respectively. Top Republicans, meanwhile, are unhappy with an administration spending proposal that they say doesn't include enough money for defense.



Many at the Pentagon question how long the president's backing for their boss will last. During his first term, Trump cycled through four defense secretaries and four national security advisers. He also voiced support for Waltz until the former national security adviser was pushed aside last month and asked to take a less powerful role, at the United Nations.



Although the president appears to appreciate Hegseth's pugnacious public style, he may require more from his defense secretary over time, as the administration faces pressure to deliver on a set of complex and interlocking goals, including fixing a byzantine military-procurement system, reviving a diminished defense industry, and strengthening America's response to China's military rise.



Fighters endear themselves to Trump, one person told us, "but you can't have a one-dimensional game. At a certain point, it's going to get old."










This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/06/hegseth-musk-trump-pentagon/683035/?utm_source=feed
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'I'm Treating Guys Who Would Never Be Caught Dead in a Casino'

Sports betting seems to be spurring a rise in gambling addiction--one that the U.S. isn't equipped to address.

by Hana Kiros




Gambling has swallowed American sports culture whole. Until early 2018, sports betting was illegal under federal law; today, it's legal in 39 states and Washington, D.C. (and easy enough to access through backdoor channels even in the states where it isn't). During NFL games, gambling commercials air more often than ads for beer. Commentators analyze not just whether a team can win, but if they might win by at least the number of points by which they're favored on betting apps. Nearly half of men younger than 50 now have an account with an online sports book, and Americans spent about $150 billion on sports wagers last year. I regularly get ads on my phone offering me a complimentary $200 in sports bets, as long as I gamble $5 first.

As betting has overrun American sports, other forms of gambling are also on the rise. According to industry data, American casinos are more popular now than at any point on record. The age of their average patron had been crawling upward for years, but since sports betting was legalized at the federal level, it has plummeted by nearly a decade, to approximately 42. Some signs point to gambling problems increasing, too. No centralized entity tracks gambling addiction, but if its scale comes even close to matching the new scale of sports betting, the United States is unequipped to deal with it.

In its power to ruin and even end lives, gambling addiction is remarkably similar to drug dependency. Imaging studies show that pathological gamblers and people with substance addictions share patterns of brain activity. They are more likely to experience liver disease, heart disease, and sleep deprivation, whether it originates in the anxiety of concealing a gambling addiction or because someone is up wagering on contests, such as cricket and table tennis, that happen in faraway time zones. The best national survey available, which dates to well before the rise of sports betting, found that 2 million to 4 million Americans will experience a gambling disorder at some point in their life; one in six people with a gambling disorder attempts suicide. Even if their death certificate says differently, "I've had several patients who died because of the emotional pain from their gambling disorder," Timothy Fong, a psychiatrist specializing in addiction treatment and a co-director of UCLA's gambling-studies program, told me.

Fong, like the other researchers I spoke with, said that rapid forms of gambling, especially those that allow you to place multiple bets at one time, tend to be especially addictive. For decades, sports betting mostly involved wagers on who'd win a match, by how much, and total points scored--outcomes resolved over the course of hours. Now apps offer endless in-game bets decided in seconds. Last year, I watched the Super Bowl with a friend who bet on the national anthem lasting less than 90.5 seconds--the smart money, according to the analysts. He lost when Reba McEntire belted the song's last words twice.

The ability to place one bet after another encourages a hallmark behavior of problem gamblers--when deep in the red, instead of walking away, they bet bigger. "Viewing sports gambling as a way to make money is likely to end badly," Joshua Grubbs, a gambling researcher at the University of New Mexico, told me. "Gamblers that think that gambling is a way toward economic success or financial payouts almost always have far more problem-gambling symptoms." And some apps actively blur the already hazy line between betting and other financial activities. For instance, the financial platform Robinhood, where millions of people trade meme stocks and manage their retirement accounts, began offering online sports "events contracts" (a type of investment whose payout depends on traders' correctly predicting the outcome of a specified event) during March Madness this year through a partnership with the financial exchange Kalshi. (A Robinhood spokesperson told me this "emergent asset class" differs significantly from sports betting because users, not the house, set the prices, and can more easily exit their positions. But the experience of "investing" in an events contract is virtually indistinguishable from betting.) Financial markets have recently started offering services like this even in states where sports betting is illegal. State gambling regulators have called foul, but the federal government has so far made no move to stop the companies. As the courts sort out whether any of this is legal, Robinhood decided to let customers trade on the Indy 500 and the French Open.

Several recent trends suggest that problem gambling might be on the rise in the U.S. Calls to state gambling helplines have increased. (This might be partly explained by advocacy groups marketing their helplines more aggressively than ever; gambling companies also tack the numbers onto their ubiquitous ads.) Fong said that he was recently invited to speak to a consortium of family lawyers, whose divorce clients have started asking, "How do I protect my children from the damage of their father's gambling?" Researchers and counselors are especially worried about single young men who play in fantasy sports leagues, bet on sports, day trade, and consider gambling a good way to make money. Gamblers Anonymous is rolling out groups for young people. "I'm treating guys who would never be caught dead in a casino," James Whelan, a clinical psychologist who runs treatment clinics for gambling addiction in Tennessee, told me.

Read: How casinos enable gambling addicts

These imperfect proxy measures, along with incomplete data trickling out of a few states, are the best indicators that researchers have about the extent of gambling addiction. Experts are also unsure how long any increase in problem gambling might last: Some studies suggest that the prevalence of gambling problems tends to equalize after a spike, but those findings are usually limited to physical casinos and remain debated within the field. According to researchers I spoke with, no study has established the prevalence of gambling addiction in the U.S. since sports betting became widespread. Federal agencies dedicated to alcoholism and substance abuse allocate billions of research dollars to American universities every year. Yet for decades, the federal government--the largest funder of American research--has earmarked zero dollars for research on gambling activity or addiction specifically, despite collecting millions annually from gambling taxes. (The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, which collects national data on behavioral health and funds research into it, declined to comment.)

Gambling-addiction treatment is "50 years behind where we are with drugs or alcohol or any other substance," Michael Sciandra, the executive director of the Nebraska Council on Problem Gambling, told me. Doctors and therapists, even those who specialize in treating addiction, rarely screen for issues with gambling, he said. Among the handful of dedicated gambling-addiction treatment providers around the country, many deploy cognitive behavioral therapy, which studies suggest can at least temporarily improve patients' quality of life and reduce the severity of their gambling problem. But discrepancies in treatment approaches and tiny trial sizes make it difficult to say exactly how many patients the therapy helps. Two medications used to treat alcoholism and opioid addiction have also been found to reduce the severity of gambling addiction across a handful of small clinical trials. But the evidence needed for FDA approval would require large and expensive clinical trials that no one seems eager to fund, Marc Potenza, the director of Yale's Center of Excellence in Gambling Research, told me.

Because the federal government doesn't fund gambling-addiction treatment, each state decides what resources to make available. A Tennessee caller to the national helpline 1-800-GAMBLER might be put through to their state's helpline and then connected to the network of government-subsidized clinics Whelan runs across the state. But in states with bare-bones offerings, workers typically refer callers to peer-support groups such as Gamblers Anonymous, or to online resources on budgeting, says Cole Wogoman, a director at the National Council on Problem Gambling, which runs the helpline. Studies have found that each of these strategies is less effective than therapy.

Charles Fain Lehman: Legalizing sports gambling was a huge mistake

Texas could be an example of how unprepared the U.S. is to deal with any increase in problem gamblers. The state's gambling laws are among the strictest in the country, and yet it still sends the second-highest number of callers (behind California) to 1-800-GAMBLER. This November, Texans might vote on a constitutional amendment to allow sports betting. The state of more than 30 million has no funding for gambling treatment and only three certified gambling counselors, according to Carol Ann Maner, who is one of them. The state's official hub for gambling help, which Maner leads, was founded just this spring.

Once they find the money, Maner and her colleagues plan to finally set up the state's own helpline. But first, they need to recruit and train more therapists for a job that, thanks to a lack of state and federal funding, might require turning away uninsured clients. That's a daunting task. Finding the apps Texans can use to get around gambling restrictions is easy.
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How Wittgenstein Can Make You Happier

No, really

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.

My preoccupation with writing about meaning, love, and happiness derives from my desire to understand these parts of life more deeply, and impart to others whatever understanding I can glean. I will confess that this can be a frustrating task at times because I feel as though I can never get to the essence of these sublimities; words always feel inadequate. For a long time, I believed that at some point--maybe after writing a million more words--I would finally arrive at the ability to adequately express what it is that I'm seeking.

The philosopher Ludwig Josef Johann Wittgenstein, who died in 1951, probably would have told me I was barking up the wrong tree. The writer and fellow philosopher Bertrand Russell called Wittgenstein's work "perhaps the most perfect example I have ever known of genius as traditionally conceived, passionate, profound, intense and dominating," yet Wittgenstein did not leave us much of it. He published only one book of philosophy in his life, the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, which itself is only about 75 pages long. In it, Wittgenstein explained that language can never convey the fullest understanding of life. "The limits of my language," he wrote, "mean the limits of my world."

Wittgenstein was no doubt conscious of the irony of making this argument through language. But in so doing, he offered a path to getting beyond words and to apprehend, after all, the ineffable essence of what we seek.

Arthur C. Brooks: The ultimate German philosophy for a happier life

Human communication is rife with misunderstanding, as social scientists have long observed. Researchers writing in the Journal of Experimental Social Psychology in 2011 showed that people misunderstand the intended meaning of what others say, especially among close acquaintances such as family and friends. The scholars found that those who spoke with strangers communicated more clearly than with close associates, believing--incorrectly--that the latter would understand ambiguous phrases by virtue of their intimate affiliation. So what are the odds that you'll grasp correctly the next thing your spouse tells you? Digital communication makes the situation worse because it eliminates nonverbal cues.

One explanation psychologists offer as a common cause of misunderstanding is motivated reasoning, in which our own desires and beliefs determine what we perceive to be true, rather than what someone else is telling us. For example, when your partner innocently asks what you've been up to today, you might incorrectly apprehend this as an expression of suspicion, because, in fact, you've been up to something they wouldn't approve of.

Whereas psychologists see the problem as one of unreliable narrators and inattentive listeners, Wittgenstein, as a philosopher, saw the very medium of language itself as inherently flawed. Words, he believed, were inadequate to the task of conveying subtle truths, metaphysical ideas, or any subjective experience. This was because language is nothing more than a crude model of the world--a jumble of sounds or symbols that represents the underlying reality of existence about as accurately as a map on your phone represents a forest you're walking through. The sight of tall trees, the smell of pine needles, the solitude you sought have virtually nothing to do with the squiggle on the screen that crudely marks the trail.

Wittgenstein never knew our modern technologies of communication, but he would surely see that they make his point times 10. Consider how much a text-message abbreviation and an emoji really tell you about what is in your beloved's heart. LOL, not much, right?

Wittgenstein's proposition has significant implications for happiness, because misunderstanding lowers our well-being. For example, experiments show how failing to be understood by others reduces the satisfaction that participants report in subsequent activities. Even more profound, his conclusion about the inadequacy of language suggests that we will never comprehend the true meaning of our lives by reading or talking about it.

How are we to escape this thicket of muddle and misunderstanding? To find meaning without words suggests that we need to seek a particular kind of transcendence.

Arthur C. Brooks: The key to critical self-awareness

Wittgenstein's contention resembles Saint Augustine of Hippo's argument that God is what we want, but God's nature also evades human expression--in fact, merely to talk about the divine is to trivialize him. But Augustine did not think that we should therefore abandon the whole project. The trick is to see language as only the beginning of a spiritual journey, not the end. He suggested that we use just one word--Deus (Latin for "God")--as an audible departure point into the realm of the inexpressible. "When that sound reaches" your ears," he wrote, "think of a nature supreme in excellence and eternal in existence."

This is, I believe, very close to what Wittgenstein suggested as well. I would recommend a couple of signposts to guide you on your journey beyond words.

1. Think; don't talk.
 Many religious and wisdom traditions recommend meditative contemplation on a single concept. Tibetan Buddhists call it "analytical meditation," a practice with which the Dalai Lama starts his morning, as he told me, and to which he devotes at least an hour every day. This mode of meditation involves a focused reflection on a scriptural phrase to inspire insight into what it signifies. (The Augustinian version of this practice was, in effect, to make Deus his word to meditate upon.)

If I'm doing this, I might use the phrase "I love my wife" as my starting point. Then I'd try to engage the right hemisphere of my brain, the region that processes meaningful associations and concepts, in contrast with the left hemisphere's logical problem-solving ability. The idea is to liberate my cognition from the limits of my vocabulary and linguistic ability--easier said than done, but it can be enough to just sit in silence with my phrase or allow my mind to roam on a forest walk.

2. Seek understanding, not answers.
 The second step--which is allied with disengaging our habitual left-brain dominance--is to stop looking for exact answers to difficult questions. The purpose of analytical meditation is not to generate a clean explanation for why I love my wife. Nor is it to compose a precise but prosaic argument for why I do so. That would be to go in the wrong direction, according to Wittgenstein and Augustine, only committing me more to the poverty of language and taking me further from the underlying truth.

As soon as one tries to verbalize an answer to explain this love--"Because she is good to me"--one has belittled the concept and literally understated its truth. Consider how even the greatest love poetry--such as these lines from Elizabeth Barrett Browning: "I love thee with the breath, / Smiles, tears, of all my life; and, if God choose, / I shall but love thee better after death"--essentially restates the Augustinian verity that this deeply complex experience defies utterance. The goal is to gain an understanding of this love, not an answer that's like the solution to a mathematical equation.

Arthur C. Brooks: The bliss of a quieter ego

What would Wittgenstein have us do about our ultimate problem of meaning in life? "Whereof one cannot speak," he offered as the last proposition in Tractatus, "thereof one must be silent." By all means, talk about trivial things, he seems to be saying, but don't waste your time trying to express life's profundities, because you will only fool others and frustrate yourself; better to keep your counsel.

This injunction has generally been understood as a nihilistic statement of the impossibility of expression, and therefore of knowledge. I believe it is nothing of the sort. Being silent is the beginning of a different sort of cognition, a meditational path that does not seek straightforward answers. Allow yourself this silence, and the understanding you gain will be your ineffable reward.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/06/how-wittgenstein-can-make-you-happier/683039/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Ukraine Got a Major Battle Victory. Trump Is Not Happy.

The president has fumed that Kyiv's drone strike could prolong a war that he's desperate to end.

by Jonathan Lemire




Ukraine's drone strikes deep into Russia delivered a humiliating blow to Moscow last weekend. Kyiv's defenders celebrated the attack as a triumph of modern warfare and a warning to Russian President Vladimir Putin. But the extraordinary operation got a different response inside the White House: anger.

Donald Trump has openly vented in recent weeks about Putin's unwillingness to end the war. But since Sunday's attack, which hit a series of Russian military airfields, the president has privately expressed frustration that the strike could escalate the conflict, according to three administration officials and an outside adviser to the White House. (They spoke on condition of anonymity to discuss internal deliberations.)

These sources told me that the drone strike has reignited the president's long-held displeasure with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, and prompted a new debate in the White House about whether the United States should abandon Ukraine. Throughout the war, Trump has deemed Zelensky a "bad guy" and a "hothead," the outside adviser said--someone who could be pushing the globe toward World War III. Trump privately echoed a right-wing talking point this week by criticizing Zelensky for supposedly showboating after the drone attacks; according to the adviser, Trump was impressed with the audacity of the strikes but believes that Zelensky's focus should have been on Ukraine-Russia negotiations in Istanbul.

Trump spoke with Putin yesterday, and, in a readout of the call on Truth Social, the U.S. president relayed the Kremlin's plans to strike back against Ukraine. "We discussed the attack on Russia's docked airplanes, by Ukraine, and also various other attacks that have been taking place by both sides," Trump wrote. "It was a good conversation, but not a conversation that will lead to immediate Peace. President Putin did say, and very strongly, that he will have to respond to the recent attack on the airfields."

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

Trump did not say whether he had warned Putin against retaliating, and two of the administration officials told me that he has not decided on his next steps. Officials have presented him with options that include sanctioning Russia and reducing American aid to Ukraine. Meanwhile, Trump told aides this week that he does not believe a summit with him, Zelensky, and Putin--which he once hoped would be a way to bring the war to a close--will happen any time soon, one of the administration officials told me.

Trump, who on the campaign trail last year vowed to end the war within his first 24 hours in office, made a renewed push for a peace deal last month. Although Zelensky agreed to an immediate cease-fire, Putin rejected the offer and ratcheted up his bombing of Ukrainian cities. That led Trump to threaten to walk away from peace talks, and to flash some rare ire at Putin. The president had hoped that some progress would be made in this week's talks in Turkey, but the meeting was overshadowed by the drone strikes and went nowhere. The White House has said that the U.S. was not told in advance about the surprise attack, which was carried out by drones hidden across five of Russia's time zones that hit nuclear-capable bombers and inflicted billions of dollars in damage, according to a preliminary estimate from the White House.

Steve Bannon and other influential MAGA voices have berated Ukraine for the attack and are attempting to push Washington further from Kyiv. On his podcast this week, Bannon blamed Ukraine for, in his view, sabotaging peace talks while potentially provoking a massive response from Russia. "Zelensky didn't give the president of the United States a heads-up to say he's going to do a deep strike into strategic forces of Russia, which is going up the escalatory ladder as quickly as you can, on the day before your meeting in Turkey?" Bannon said. "On the eve of peace talks or cease-fire talks, he takes the Japanese role in Pearl Harbor--the sneak attack." Bannon has conveyed similar messages to senior West Wing advisers, a fourth administration official told me.

Keith Kellogg, Trump's Ukraine envoy, warned on Fox News that "the risk levels are going way up" because the drones struck part of Russia's "national survival system"--its nuclear program--potentially pushing Moscow to retaliate in significant ways.

Trump has not increased aid to Ukraine since taking office again in January, and he has yet to endorse a bipartisan Senate push, led by his ally Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina, to impose harsh economic penalties against Russia and countries that do business with it.

Read: Trump hands Putin another victory

There have been other recent signs that the White House is distancing itself from Ukraine too. Yesterday, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth did not attend a meeting of 50 defense ministers at NATO headquarters in Brussels. In the past, the meeting has been an important venue for coordinating military aid for Ukraine. Hegseth was the first U.S. defense secretary to skip the event in three years. The Pentagon cited scheduling issues for his absence.

When I asked a White House spokesperson for comment about the drone strikes, she pointed me to Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt's briefing-room remarks on Tuesday, when Leavitt said that Trump "wants this war to end at the negotiating table, and he has made that clear to both leaders, both publicly and privately."

In public remarks about the strikes, Putin downplayed the chances of a cease-fire, asking, "Who has negotiations with terrorists?" But Zelensky told reporters that the operation over the weekend, code-named Spider's Web, would not have been carried out if Putin had agreed to a U.S.-proposed truce. "If there had been a cease-fire, would the operation have taken place?" Zelensky asked. "No."

Exasperated with the conflict, Trump continues to muse about walking away from any sort of diplomatic solution. In his Truth Social post about his call with Putin, the president seemed eager to change the subject to focus on ending a different international crisis. "We also discussed Iran," Trump wrote about ongoing talks regarding Tehran's nuclear ambitions. "President Putin suggested that he will participate in the discussions with Iran and that he could, perhaps, be helpful in getting this brought to a rapid conclusion."
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Trump Tries to Blame the Colorado Attack on 'Open Border' Policies

The reality of the suspect's immigration status is more complex than the president and his aides have portrayed.

by Nick Miroff, Jonathan Lemire




After the firebomb attack in Colorado that injured 12 people on Sunday, President Donald Trump blamed his predecessor's "ridiculous Open Border Policy" for allowing the entry of Mohamed Sabry Soliman, the Egyptian national now charged with a federal hate crime. White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller denounced "suicidal" U.S. immigration policies, and Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem announced that Soliman's wife and five children had been taken into immigration custody and would be swiftly deported.

The attack, for Trump and his top aides, quickly became an opportunity to convert an act of anti-Semitic violence into a justification for the president's mass-deportation campaign; they depicted the incident as another example of American lives threatened by permissive immigration policies. But the reality of Soliman's arrival to the United States and his immigration status--based on what has been publicly revealed by the administration so far--isn't as straightforward as Trump officials have made it sound.

The administration's labeling of Soliman as an "illegal alien" is a mischaracterization of the gray area he inhabited in the U.S. asylum system, in which applicants can spend years in legal limbo waiting for their case to be decided. He arrived in 2022 not over the southern border, as Trump suggested, but on a visa that was also widely given out to Egyptian nationals during Trump's first term. The administration has not said what exactly it believes the Biden administration failed to catch in vetting Soliman's visa application.

Trump cited the Colorado attack yesterday when he announced a ban on travelers from 12 countries--a list that did not include Egypt. "The recent terror attack in Boulder, Colorado, has underscored the extreme dangers posed to our country by the entry of foreign nationals who are not properly vetted, as well as those who come here as temporary visitors and overstay their visas," Trump said in a video message. "We don't want them."

Bruce Hoffman: The Boulder attack didn't come out of nowhere

Months before the Boulder attack, Trump had already ordered U.S. consulates to intensify screening of visa applicants, including scouring their social-media accounts, for evidence of anti-Semitism and "anti-American" beliefs or opinions, citing the threat of acts like the one Soliman is accused of committing against a group of demonstrators marching in support of Israeli hostages.

Whether Soliman arrived with hateful views or adopted them during his time in the United States will be part of the investigation. After he was taken into custody--shirtless, ranting, and reeking of gasoline--Soliman told FBI agents that he'd been wanting to carry out the attack for a year but waited until his daughter graduated high school.

Soliman, 45, entered the United States on a B-2 visa--typically for tourism or family visits--then promptly applied for asylum with his wife and children, according to the Department of Homeland Security. With a pending claim in U.S. immigration court, Soliman received U.S. work authorization, joining millions of others who entered the United States during the record migration influx of President Joe Biden's first three years in office. (Camilo Montoya-Galvez of CBS News reported on Tuesday that the Trump administration is now considering blocking asylum seekers from getting work permits.)

The number of visitor visas issued by the State Department at the time was still low relative to pre-pandemic levels and building back up from its nadir in 2021. The United States issued 52,400 nonimmigrant visas to Egyptian nationals during the 2022 fiscal year, government records show, fewer than the roughly 62,000 a year granted during the pre-pandemic years of Trump's first term.

The year Soliman arrived, it was relatively easy for Egyptian applicants to secure a visitor visa. About 23 percent of Egyptian applications for nonimmigration B visas were rejected in 2022, lower than the roughly 32 to 34 percent average during the pre-pandemic years of Trump's term. That changed over the course of Biden's term, and by the 2024 fiscal year, the rejection rate for Egyptian applications was 40 percent.

When a foreign visitor arrives with a short-term visa such as the B-2 and fails to depart, the State Department counts it as an overstay. The overstay rate for Egyptians has been about 2 to 4 percent annually, State Department records show. That rate jumped to 8 percent in 2022, the year Soliman arrived--amid a broader surge in visa overstays that year--then returned to 4 percent in 2023.

Noem ordered an "urgent crackdown" yesterday on overstays of visas issued during the Biden administration, declaring in a statement that this was an effort to remove "the rest of the world's terrorist sympathizers."

Soliman and his family lived in Kuwait for 17 years prior to his arrival, and it's not clear whether he applied for a visa as an Egyptian or a Kuwaiti. Kuwait is a far more prosperous and stable country than Egypt, and the overstay rate for Kuwaiti nationals is only about 1 percent. DHS officials did not respond to questions seeking additional information about Soliman's immigration record.

Soliman's work-authorization document expired in March, according to DHS, and it's not clear why he failed to renew it. The lapse meant that it would have been illegal for Soliman to work, but the change would not have affected his immigration status, which was tied to his pending asylum claim and not to the work document, according to Paul Hunker, the former lead counsel for ICE in Dallas.

Hunker told us that someone like Soliman, with a pending asylum claim, would not have been a priority for ICE during previous administrations, including Trump's first term, absent a separate criminal arrest. "ICE could try to deport the person, but they could go to immigration court and assert protection, and a judge would make the decision," Hunker said.

Hunker added that it is unusual for ICE to arrest an offender's spouse and children in response to a crime and to threaten immediate deportation. The agency cannot use its fast-track deportation authority known as "expedited removal" to remove those who entered the United States with a visa, he said. DHS did not respond to questions about its plans to deport Soliman's wife and children.

The October 7, 2023, terrorist attack by Hamas--and the devastation of Gaza by the Israeli response--occurred after Soliman had reached the United States and sought asylum.

Since then, Jewish Americans have faced a surge of anti-Semitic rhetoric and a recent series of violent attacks.

Prosecutors have not said whether they've found social-media posts by Soliman threatening violence, and investigators say that he was not on the radar of local police. On Sunday, Soliman disguised himself as a gardener to approach his victims, they said, and had fashioned crude firebombs using glass jars and garden tools that included a pump sprayer filled with gasoline.

As Trump and his aides assessed what to say and do after the Boulder attack, they decided to use the incident to push the administration's case for an aggressive mass-deportation campaign, White House officials told us. In recent weeks, Trump's poll numbers on immigration--arguably his signature issue--have slipped, as courts blocked some of his policies and many Americans deemed his administration's in-your-face tactics, including sending migrants to a hellish megaprison in El Salvador, too extreme.

Trump has been frustrated that deportations are not on pace to set records, as he'd promised. Miller, the architect of his immigration crackdown, has ordered ICE to increase arrests more than fourfold, to a minimum of 3,000 people a day.

Read: We're about to find out what mass deportation really looks like

Trump was updated on the Colorado attack in real time, much like he was on two other high-profile recent incidents of anti-Semitic violence, according to two White House officials. But his public reaction was strikingly different when the alleged perpetrator was an immigrant.

Shortly after the shooting of the two Israeli-embassy staffers near the Capital Jewish Museum last month, Trump took to Truth Social to extend condolences to the victims' families and condemn the attack, writing, "These horrible D.C. killings, based obviously on antisemitism, must end, NOW! Hatred and Radicalism have no place in the USA."

A month before that, after an arson attack at the Pennsylvania governor's mansion on the first night of Passover, Trump's response was delayed and muted. He made no Truth Social post, waited a week to call Governor Josh Shapiro--a Democrat angling to be one of the party's leading Trump critics---and dismissed the suspect as "probably just a whack job" without assigning any sort of blame. That response was not atypical for Trump, who has been slow to denounce political violence against Democrats (such as the attack on Nancy Pelosi's husband, an assault that Trump later turned into a punch line at his rallies) or committed in his name (the January 6 insurrection).

After the Colorado incident, he waited until the following morning to post on Truth Social and, instead of focusing on the apparent anti-Semitism behind the attack, opted to return to his favorite political hobbyhorse, immigration. The choice was revealing: Throughout his political career, Trump has cited the dangers posed by migrants to argue for closed borders and hard-line policies.

Juliette Kayyem: The deadly virus of anti-Semitic terrorism

A White House official and an outside political adviser told us that Trump is not concerned about being criticized for not showing sufficient sympathy for fearful Jewish Americans. He believes that he has already proved his strong support of Israel, even though cracks in his relationship with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu have grown evident in recent months.

They claim that Trump has the political winds at his back again; his poll numbers are recovering from their trade-war-driven decline and Republicans in the House of Representatives have passed a sweeping budget bill.

With Soliman's family in custody on Tuesday evening, the White House posted on X: "Six One-Way Tickets for Mohamed's Wife and Five Kids. Final Boarding Call Coming Soon."

Yesterday, in Colorado, U.S. District Judge Gordon P. Gallagher blocked the Trump administration from immediately deporting Soliman's wife, Hayam El Gamal, and their children, ordering ICE to follow standard due process. Gallagher, a Biden appointee, has scheduled a hearing for June 13. ICE records show that El Gamal and her children are being held at a family-detention center in Dilley, Texas.
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MAHA Has a Pizza Problem

Functionally banning school pizza is a tough sell.

by Nicholas Florko




Every Monday and Wednesday, students at Channelview High School, outside Houston, are treated to Domino's for lunch. Delivery drivers from a local branch of the fast-food chain arrive at the school with dozens of pizzas fresh out of the oven, served in Domino's-branded cardboard boxes. Children can be picky eaters, but few foods are more universally enticing than freshly cooked pizza--let alone from a restaurant students are almost certainly already familiar with. "For kids to be able to see Oh, they're serving Domino's, I think it makes a huge difference," Tanya Edwards, the district's director of nutrition, told me.



The deliveries are part of Domino's "Smart Slice" initiative, which sends pizzas to school districts around the country--often at little or no cost to students themselves. "Smart Slice" is part of the national school-lunch program, so taxpayers foot a portion of the bill to guarantee that every kid has lunch to eat. Despite kids' enthusiasm, you can see the problem: Students munching on free fast food might seem to embody everything wrong with the American diet. If school cafeterias can be thought of as classrooms where kids learn about food, giving them Domino's would be akin to teaching driver's-ed students how to drive by letting them play Grand Theft Auto.



The days of school Domino's--and school pizza in general--are numbered. Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and his supporters are on a mission to overhaul school lunch. Late last month, the Trump administration's Make America Healthy Again Commission released a highly anticipated report on children's health that pointed to school meals as one venue where ultra-processed foods are offered to kids unabated, contributing to obesity and other kinds of chronic disease. Unless cafeteria workers make school pizza from scratch, nearly every kind contains industrial ingredients that qualify the meal as an ultra-processed food. In effect, ridding school lunch of ultra-processed foods means the end of pizza day as we know it.



Many of the food reforms pushed by RFK Jr.'s movement are popular. Doing away with artificial food dyes, for example, is far more sensible than Kennedy's conspiracist views about vaccines. But in the case of banning most school pizza, RFK Jr. could be facing a tougher sell. MAHA's vision for food is about to run headfirst into a bunch of hungry kids in a school cafeteria.



Even though Domino's school pizza is delivered by Domino's drivers carrying Domino's pizza boxes, the company's Smart Slice is different from what would arrive at your door should you order a pie for dinner tonight. Cafeteria pizza has to abide by nutrition standards for school meals that the Obama administration spearheaded in 2010. The overly cheesy rectangular pizza with a cracker-like crust that you might have eaten in school no longer cuts it. Consider Domino's Smart Slice pepperoni pizza: It's made with mostly whole-wheat flour, low-fat cheese, and pepperoni that has half as much sodium than typical Domino's pepperoni. It's not a green salad by any means, but school Domino's is far from the worst thing kids could eat.



Other common cafeteria offerings--such as mini corndogs, mozzarella sticks, and chicken tenders--are also now more nutritious than in decades past. Those standards could still be improved (and we're still talking about corndogs, mozzarella sticks, and chicken tenders), but they have led companies to sell slightly healthier versions of their foods in schools. Research has shown that, on average, school meals are now the healthiest things kids eat in a day.



In an email, HHS Press Secretary Vianca N. Rodriguez Feliciano said that "while some of these products may technically meet outdated federal guidelines, they are still heavily engineered, nutritionally weak, and designed for corporate profit, not for the health of our kids." Indeed, school lunch starts to look considerably less healthy if you account for the growing concern over ultra-processed foods. Many school lunches are made in factories with chemicals such as emulsifiers and flavor enhancers you wouldn't find in a home kitchen. Eating lots of ultra-processed foods is associated with a range of maladies, including Type 2 diabetes and heart disease, though nutritionists are deeply divided on just how much we should be fretting over these industrial ingredients.



To some degree, whether school pizza should be avoided because it's ultra-processed is besides the point. By allowing Domino's into school cafeterias, the government also is essentially giving the company carte blanche to advertise its pizza. Serving Smart Slice out of a typical Domino's box gives "the false impression to children and parents that the less-healthy products served in their restaurants are healthy choices," Jennifer Harris, a food-marketing expert, told me in an email.



Kennedy has called for schools to serve "real food, whole food, farm-fresh food," instead of anything ultra-processed. It would, of course, be better for school cafeterias to swap out the pepperoni pizza with salad and chicken breast. But for many kids, school lunch subsidized by the government may be their only real meal of the day. At Channelview, where such a large portion of students are eligible for public assistance that everyone eats for free, simply getting food in kids' bellies is top of mind. "I can make a fancy little sweet-potato black-bean bowl, but I don't think my kids are going to eat it," Tanya Edwards said. "Instead, they are going to go home hungry, and I don't really know what they have at home."



The concern isn't theoretical. Evidence shows that when school meals are too healthy, a sizable portion of kids simply get off the lunch line. In the early 2010s, when the Los Angeles Unified School District overhauled its lunch offerings--an effort that included removing pizza from the menu--schools reported that massive amounts of food were landing in the trash. (The district later brought back pizza, and pepperoni pizza is now the district's most popular item, a spokesperson said.) Food waste is a perennial issue in school meal programs. A Department of Agriculture study of more than 100 schools found that an average of 31 percent of the vegetables included on observed school lunch trays were wasted. Pizza, however, was among the least wasted food, along with breaded and fried chicken patties and nuggets.



Even advocates for healthier school meals admit that there's a limit to how much students will tolerate healthier offerings. "We definitely need to harness school food to educate kids about healthy eating, but I don't think that means no pizza," Janet Poppendieck, a professor emerita at Hunter College who wrote a book on fixing school meals, told me. "We need to include healthy versions of kids' favorite foods; otherwise, I don't think they'll eat." In part to ensure that kids actually eat lunch, many school districts seem to have pizza day at least once a week. A spokesperson for Florida's Hillsborough County Public Schools, the seventh-largest district in the country, told me that its first, second, fifth, and seventh most popular entrees are all in the pizza family (No. 5 is mini calzones; No. 7 is pizza sticks). All told, the district has doled out nearly 3 million servings this school year.



If it wanted to, the Trump administration could simply force kids to suck it up and literally eat their vegetables. Technically the responsibility of overseeing the school-meal program falls to the USDA--which isn't under Kennedy's purview--but Secretary of Agriculture Brooke Rollins has signaled that she is onboard with MAHA-ing school lunch. Still, any attempt to enact a ban would likely invite significant backlash. In 2023, when the federal government floated the idea of banning the sale of sugary chocolate milk in elementary and middle schools, many parents flooded the government with complaints. So did some students: Ben, a fourth grader who left only his first name, wrote in an official comment to the USDA that it should abandon the proposal "because students are super MAD." Members of Congress also put pressure on regulators to stop the reform. The USDA later abandoned the chocolate-milk ban. In 2011, after the Obama administration released its new guidelines for school lunch, Republicans in Congress tried to fight back against healthier pizza by classifying the dish as a vegetable.



It's no wonder why MAHA has a problem with school pizza. Kennedy has pointed to corporate malfeasance as a leading source of America's diet problems. You don't have to be a fan of his to feel uneasy that Domino's, a fast-food company that sells philly-cheese-steak-loaded tater tots, is participating in a taxpayer-funded program meant to feed kids nutritious meals. But Kennedy's favored approach to food and, well, everything--big proposals and dramatic overhauls--isn't well suited to school meals. The health secretary might dream of kids eating from a salad bar stocked with seed-oil-free dressings five days a week, but ending school pizza day won't automatically make that happen. Telling kids what to eat is one thing; getting them to eat it is another.
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Mossad's Former Chief Calls the War in Gaza 'Useless'

An interview with Tamir Pardo, who argues that Israel's military campaign has been flawed from the start

by Hanna Rosin


A picture taken from Israeli side of the border with the Gaza Strip shows smoke billowing following Israeli bombardment in the besieged Palestinian territory on June 4, 2025. (Illustration by The Atlantic. Source:  MENAHEM KAHANA / AFP / Getty)
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In John le Carre novels, the spies often lie and keep secrets even when they don't have to, because it's a "mentality," le Carre once explained, a way of living "you never shed." So it was notable when 250 veteran Israeli intelligence officers recently signed their names to an open letter demanding that Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu throw away his plans to escalate the war on Gaza. The war, they wrote, "doesn't contribute to any of the declared objectives, and will lead to the death of hostages, soldiers and innocents." At least six other similar petitions have circulated, signed by reservists, retired officers, and veterans from various branches of the Israeli military. "That's the first time that's happened in Israel," says Tamir Pardo, our guest on Radio Atlantic this week and one of three former Mossad directors who signed the open letter.

After my interview with Pardo, in Tel Aviv, he asked me to emphasize one thing: His position on the war does not make him a "leftist," he said. And I could see his point all around me in Tel Aviv, where opposition to the war has spread far beyond the Israeli left, and far beyond the families of the remaining Israeli hostages. In a recent poll, 70 percent of Israelis said they don't trust the government, and about the same portion said they want a deal with Hamas to return the hostages and end the war--something the government has resisted even in this latest round of cease-fire talks. The protests are not, for the most part, focused on the suffering of Gazans, as protests are in other parts of the world. They're primarily about returning the hostages. But Pardo and others made clear to me that they believe the war is not serving Israel in any way. They want it to end.

The latest cease-fire proposal includes an exchange of hostages, living and dead, for Palestinian prisoners. Israel has promised a temporary cessation of fighting but, as of yet, no commitment to end the war. In this episode, Pardo, with his decades of experience fighting terrorism, explains his perspective on how the war unfolded, what went wrong, and what should happen now.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

News clip:   It's been 100 days since the attack by Hamas in southern Israel.  
 News clip: --100 days of grief and protests--
 News clip:  Israel and Hamas have been at war for six months.
 News clip: It's been exactly a year--
 News clip: One year after the horror--
 News clip:  It's been nearly 600 days since Israel's war on Gaza began.
 News clip: --600 days since Hamas militants staged their murderous attack on October 7. Six hundred days, and they are still holding 58 Israeli hostages.


Hanna Rosin: The war continues day after day, month after month. Now over a year and half old, though, it feels like it's at a new breaking point.

News clip:  In Gaza, concerns of famine grow, which is why chaos broke out at the opening of an aid-distribution site in Gaza that's run by a U.S.-backed group.
 News clip:  Israel imposed a total blockade on humanitarian aid and commercial supplies to Gaza on March 2.


Rosin: This week, there's a temporary cease-fire proposal on the table. The potential deal involves releasing 10 living Israeli hostages and the bodies of 18 dead.

News clip:  Hamas did not explicitly accept or reject the offer, but it said it was prepared to release 10 living Israeli hostages and 18 dead ones in exchange for a number of Palestinian prisoners.


Rosin: Israel has already agreed to it, and Defense Minister Israel Katz warned Hamas that it must agree or, quote, "be annihilated." But Hamas leaders are so far hesitating. The main sticking point is the same sticking point as always: Hamas doesn't want a 30-day or 60-day or a 90-day cease-fire. They want a promise of an end to the war.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And that's a question a lot of people have. When will the war end? What will it take? And what happens to Gaza when it does?

[Music]

Rosin: I happened to be in Tel Aviv visiting a sick relative when news came out about this latest cease-fire proposal. I haven't been here since October 7, and when I arrived, I was struck by one obvious thing: In the U.S. papers, I read about what Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu is or isn't doing, or what other officials in the Israeli government are saying about the war.

In Tel Aviv, what the government wants or says seems irrelevant, or at least totally drowned out by what the people want. The gap between the government and the people seems enormous. The country feels like it's choking on despair and frustration with its own government and the lack of an end to this war.

To be clear, what drives the protests here is different than in the U.S. Protesters only rarely hold up pictures of, say, children killed in Gaza. Mostly, they spotlight the hostages and the government's betrayal in leaving them there.

And I didn't have to go far to see this discontent. My plane landed, and the flight attendant, in a smooth flight-attendant voice, said, "Tachzir otom abayita achshav" ("Bring them home now").

And then the plane burst into applause.

I went to an ATM machine at the airport, and as my money shuffled out, an automated voice said: "Bring them home safely." I arrived at my aunt's apartment building, and a big sticker covered the entryway: netanyahu is dangerous. Her street has been renamed by another sticker: netanyahu traitor street.

I happened to arrive at the end of May, on the 600th day of the war. I was taking a bus that day, and the driver stopped in the middle of the road and said, "Sorry. Can't move. Everyone, get off," because the streets were clogged with hundreds of protesters, most of them wearing shirts that, in large block letters in English, said N-O-W. "Now," as in: Bring back the hostages now. But also end this war. Now.

Protesters: (Chanting in Hebrew.)


Rosin: "Six hundred days of darkness," he says. "Six hundred days, and there is no light at the end of this war."

Protester: (Shout in Hebrew.)


Rosin: "Enough of this war," someone shouts in the background.

Protester: (Speech in Hebrew.)


Rosin: "How long will we live in a country that's at war?"

Protester: Bring all of them back now.
 Protesters: Now!
 Protesters: (Chanting.) Bring them home.


Rosin: So those are the streets. And there's one more thing boiling over, something fairly new in Israeli society, which makes this anger at Netanyahu and the war seem wider than usual.

It's coming from the military itself. Veterans of the Israeli Defense Force, pilots, medics, military leaders en masse from everywhere have been asking Netanyahu to stop the war. In April, more than 250 veterans of the Mossad, Israel's equivalent of the CIA, signed an open letter asking Netanyahu to bring the hostages home, even if that means ending the war.

Spies don't usually sign open anything. This letter included three former Mossad chiefs. And while I was in Israel, I sat down with one of them.

Tamir Pardo: We are already 600 days after October 7. And we have five divisions deployed in Gaza. And I don't see an end to that war.
 It is useless. It's accomplishing nothing. Nothing. I'm not talking about those people who are living or dying in Gaza. I'm talking about Israel. From Israel's point of view, it's a waste of time. What we're doing--waste of lives, waste of money, wasting the future.


Rosin: This is Tamir Pardo. He's 72 and retired now, but he spent his life in the Mossad, which he ran between 2011 and 2016. He was running the agency when it began placing booby-trapped walkie-talkies into Lebanon, and reportedly planned a string of high-profile assassinations of Iranian nuclear scientists.

In other words, he spent his life fighting against terrorism, exactly what Netanyahu's government claims to be doing in Gaza. In theory, he very much believes in the mission.

Pardo: The responsibility of the Mossad is to avoid our enemies [obtaining] nuclear weapons, whoever they are, wherever they are. My responsibility was to stop any terrorist attempt against Israelis that are outside the state of Israel, or from terrorists that are trying to hit us from abroad.


Rosin: That description, vague as it is, cements a certain image of deterring terrorism, but not endless fighting. One thing Pardo said to me over and over again is something he thinks Netanyahu has forgotten: War is not the endgame.

Pardo: At the end of the day, when I'm thinking about my children, my grandchildren, I would like that they're going to live in a safe country, but in a peaceful country.
 And in order to achieve peace, from time to time, you have to use your sword. But I don't think that you can solve the problem with your sword. What's happening here now in Israel, it's insane.


Rosin: The exact meaning of insanity changes depending on who you ask. For many in the international community, even longtime allies of Israel, it's the situation on the ground in Gaza: the killing of civilians, the failure to deliver aid, the widespread starvation of innocent people.

For many in Israel, it's the hostages. A promise between Israeli citizens and their government has always been that they will keep them safe, and if one of them should end up in danger, the government would rescue them. Six hundred days has crushed that promise.

For Pardo, it's practical: War requires a goal. And Pardo doesn't believe Netanyahu's stated goal of destroying Hamas is a realistic one, certainly not if you also want to bring the hostages home.

Rosin: So today is the 600th day that the hostages are held. There's protests everywhere. I was surprised when I got here. In Tel Aviv, all the streets, they've been renamed Netanyahu Is a Traitor Street. You know, there are posters everywhere. It's a very common position here to criticize Netanyahu. Why aren't the hostages home, in your opinion? Whose fault is that?
 Pardo: Our fault, Israel's fault. On October 8, it was 24 hours after October 7, and I said to my friends within the old boys' club, "Mossad: Bring the hostages home now. Don't start a war. Negotiate and bring the 251 hostages home now. Then solve the problem."
 That was the biggest mistake of the state of Israel, because those hostages should have been released weeks after.
 You cannot defeat Hamas and bring the hostages back at the same--the same priority. You have to choose. And our government preferred to kill than to bring the hostages.
 Rosin: Now, as someone whose job it was to fight terrorists, why is it so clear to you that the first priority shouldn't have been to fight the terrorists?
 Pardo: Because those people--children, women, civilian, and soldiers as well--were kidnapped because of our fault as a state. The armed forces in every country [are] responsible for the safety of those civilians who are living in the country.
 And this war, the result of October 7 was because our armed forces, they failed to do it. Now bring them back, and then punish those who did it. And I'm saying punishing, not revenge--different.
 Rosin: What's the difference?
 Pardo: I don't believe in revenge. You have to punish, and you have to find out and kill all those who did what they did on October 7. Okay? Full stop. You don't have to destroy Gaza, because it's meaningless.
 I think that we are creating--in the last 20 months, we are creating more problems [than] we are solving, at the end of the day. Yes, okay, we killed 70 or 90 percent of those, let's say, terrorists that are living in Gaza, but we killed many more civilians. And the day after, when we'll see that day after starts, we are going to have a very big problem there in Gaza.
 Because I think that when you are gonna have 2.1 million people that don't have no housing, no job, no water, no electricity, no health-care system, we will have to solve the problem. No one else will have to solve it. We will. And then we are creating such a problem that I don't know how we will be able to solve it. I'm not expecting, let's say, Americans to solve the problem. I'm not expecting Egyptians to solve the problem. We are there, so we'll have to solve the problem.
 Rosin: And you created the problem.
 Pardo: And we created the problem.
 Rosin: So recently, you signed an open letter saying: "End the war in Gaza," as did hundreds of other Mossad, Shin Bet, generals. Have you seen that level of open protest before? I mean, does something feel different about that to you?
 Pardo: Yeah. That's the first time that it happened in Israel.
 Rosin: First time that what--what exactly?
 Pardo: That so many veterans, with their experience, are watching what's happening here in Israel, and there is an understanding that we are taking the wrong path. We are creating damage, a huge damage, to the state of Israel, okay?
 By what we're doing, we are accomplishing nothing.


[Music]

Rosin:  After the break. Pardo explains what he thinks is the real reason Netanyahu is staying in this war.

[Break]

Rosin: In the street protests, there's one particular chant that comes up over and over:

Protesters: (Chanting in Hebrew.)


Rosin: Ad shechem hozrim kulanu chatufim. "Until they're back, we're all hostages."

[Music]

Rosin: It's easy to understand why the family and friends of any individual hostage are raging in the streets of their government for failing to rescue the person they love. But to understand why the average Israeli so deeply identifies with the hostages, why they are still out protesting 600 days later, you have to go back into Israeli history.

In the first decades of its existence, Israel was regularly at war. The 1948 Arab-Israeli War, Suez War, the Six-Day War, the Yom Kippur War. And then in 1976, a terrorist event happened that in many ways still defines the relationship between Israelis and their government.

News clip:  Palestinian hijackers are still holding more than 250 hostages and an Air France jet at Entebbe Airport, in Uganda.


Rosin: A flight from Tel Aviv to Paris was hijacked. The plane and its hostages were taken to Idi Amin's Uganda.

News clip: One hundred and one hostages released today were flown to Paris, but another 110 are still being held at the airport at Entebbe, Uganda. About 85 of them, Israeli nationals. The Palestinian hijackers with some non-Arab accomplices now say they will execute the hostages on Sunday unless their demands are met.


Rosin: In what was a rare approach for the time but afterwards became a global counterterrorism model, IDF commandos raided the airport and rescued the hostages.

News clip:  The daring Israeli raid into Uganda still leaves unanswered many questions.
 News clip: Political leaders and editorialists over most of the Western world and some of Asia were delighted with Israel's bold and successful rescue of the civilian hostages in Uganda.


Rosin: The details of the operation are extraordinary: Huge planes flying low over the Red Sea, two Land Rovers and a Mercedes painted black to pose as Idi Amin's presidential convoy, and Israeli soldiers operating thousands of miles from home with no hope of backup.

The only member of the IDF team killed was Yonatan Netanyahu, leader of the raid and the older brother of Benjamin Netanyahu. The story of his brother's death became a key point in Netanyahu's political rise.

It was also a key moment in Tamir Pardo's life. When I was asking him how well he knew the prime minister, he said this:

Pardo: I knew his oldest brother, Yoni Netanyahu. He was my commander in the unit that I served in 1976. Unfortunately, he was killed less than one foot from me at the Entebbe raid.


Rosin: Inside Israel, the raid at Entebbe cemented a promise: Yes, Israeli citizens are always vulnerable to terrorist attacks, but the government will always--always--rescue them, no matter how hard they are to reach. For many Israelis, October 7 broke that promise.

Pardo: What happened in 1976, people were kidnapped, not because we neglected something, we forgot something. October 7 is because we broke our obligation towards our people. The state of Israel betrayed the first thing that the IDF exists for: to defend our civil people. What happened there was a disaster. There were 2,000 people that managed to break into Israel because we neglected our duty. And that's the reason: When you did it, you have to pay the price. And the first price you had to pay is to bring them home, and then, find a way to solve the problem using the stick--but only after bringing them home.


Rosin: Pardo has decades of calculating when and how to use lethal aggression and to what end. Here's how he does the math on this war.

Pardo: I remember, before the war--and you can go and check the figures--IDF (Israeli Defense Forces) estimated that there are between 20,000 and 25,000 people that can use weapons in Gaza.
 Nine months ago, the military spokesman said that more than 17,000 Hamas terrorists were killed. So think about how many were wounded. Let's assume that another 6,000 were wounded, and we know that more than 3,000 were in prison in Israel, we captured. So actually, the job was finished.
 We killed all the generals, the leaders there, the commanders of brigades, platoons, whatever. Okay? So those who are still there, the vast, vast majority are those who were recruited after the war started. And they don't have any experience. Okay? But they can hold a Kalashnikov (an AK-47) and kill a soldier here and there.
 But the main power--90 percent of the power--was finished more than nine months ago.
 Rosin: So, enough?
 Pardo: Enough. At the end of the day, the Hamas is not only a military power, a terrorist power, okay? It's a political power as well.
 So thinking that you can erase political power by a military attack, that's wrong. That's wrong. And every civilian that is killed today, his brother, his son, his father will hold the gun tomorrow.


Rosin: And so why didn't it unfold that way? Again, Pardo is blunt.

Pardo: So I think that our prime minister today is trying to solve his personal problems--not our problems, his problems. And that was what he was doing from the first day that he was indicted, from the first day of his trial. He's not thinking about Israel as a state.


Rosin: Netanyahu was indicted on charges of bribery, fraud, and breach of trust in three separate but related cases. The prime minister has denied any wrongdoing, and says it's a witch hunt. The trial is still ongoing and has distorted Israeli politics in so many ways, one of them being the war in Gaza. There's criticism that Netanyahu has an incentive to keep the war going to distract from and delay his own problems, to keep lots of wars going. In fact, Pardo is not sure Netanyahu even has any postwar strategy anywhere.

Pardo: What is your postwar strategy in Lebanon? What is your postwar strategy in Syria? What is your strategy versus Iran? Okay? Using the stick--thinking that by using the stick, you're gonna solve the problem, it's wrong.
 Rosin: You need to negotiate.
 Pardo: Exactly. In order to solve problems, you need to negotiate. Negotiate when you have a stick in your hand. Use the stick if it's needed, but understand, at the end of the day, you should negotiate for an agreement. The point is that our government believes in using the sticks. Not one stick--sticks.


Rosin: It is unusual for a Mossad veteran to be so outspokenly critical against the government, but maybe not, in this case, surprising. Ehud Olmert, who's a former prime minister of Israel, last week accused his country of committing war crimes. Or as a hobby.

Yair Golan, the main opposition leader, accused the government of killing babies for sport. That one got the most attention outside and inside Israel, even as Golan tried to walk the statement back.

Rosin: Yair Golan famously said, "killing babies for sport."
 Pardo: That was awful to say.
 Rosin: That was awful?
 Pardo: And it was wrong. I, I--
 Rosin: That one went too far? Why?
 Pardo: It's not too far. It's wrong.
 Rosin: What do you mean?
 Pardo: No one, even Smotrich and Ben-Gvir, are not killing babies for fun. Okay?
 I don't agree. They're fascists. They are the KKK in Israel. They're fascists, but they're not killing--even fascists in Israel are not killing babies for fun.


Rosin: Let me give you some clarity about who he's talking about here. Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich and National Security Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir, they are, as Atlantic contributor Gershom Gorenberg put it recently, the "leading extremists" in Israel's most right-wing government in history. They are both West Bank settlers, and "they both want Israel to reoccupy all of Gaza, to renew Israeli settlement there, and to"--quote--"'encourage' Palestinians to emigrate."

Rosin: Do you believe these are war crimes?
 Pardo: Look--I hope not. I hope not. But fighting in a place like Gaza, 364 square kilometers--in this small place, there are squeezed more than 2 million people, fighting, using all warfare capabilities. Many civilians are getting killed, unfortunately.
 That there is a war in such a place, it should be very, very short war.
 Rosin: Short?
 Pardo: Short.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm.
 Pardo: Because as time is passing, many, many more civilians are getting killed. Many more civilians are losing part of their families, losing their homes, losing everything. And to conduct a war for 20 months in such a small place, bad things are happening.
 Rosin: It would be hard to avoid a war crime?
 Pardo: It's gonna be very hard. Okay? And that's what worries us, should worry every Israeli.


Rosin: I asked Pardo to sum up what he thinks should happen next.

Pardo: Stop the war. Stop the war because it takes you to nowhere.


[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend and Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid. We had engineering support from Rob Smierciak and fact-checking by Michelle Ciarrocca. 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. Talk to you next week.
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When My Teacher Made Me Pray

I was the only Jewish kid in my class, and I felt like an outcast.

by Michael Sokolove




When I was in second grade, my teacher made us pray that the law would change so that a day at school could once again begin with a prayer. I was 7, but even at that age, I knew there was something nonsensical about praying to be allowed to pray.

This was at a public school outside Philadelphia in the 1960s, not that long after the Supreme Court ruled that prayer in public schools violated the Constitution. In our predominantly Catholic neighborhood, my family, with its three kids, seemed to me to be abnormally small. There were 30 students or more in that class, and I was probably the only Jewish kid. I bowed my head to my desk and mouthed the words the teacher asked us to recite.

She also asked us to bring Bibles to class. I don't know why--maybe to ascertain who among us had one at home. We didn't have anything at home we called a Bible. My family attended a Reform synagogue, and we were not particularly observant. But I would have known by then that I was different from my classmates, because we did not celebrate Christmas.

I felt singled out as different, Bible-less and unholy, and it caused me to shut down.  That year, I came home with C's and D's on my report cards.

Elizabeth Bruenig: Who counts as Christian?

When my parents asked what was wrong, I would say "nothing." I was a middle child, and my role in the family was to never be too much trouble. But my silence ran deeper than that. I knew that if I told my parents about my teacher, they would go to my school and raise objections. That would shine an even brighter spotlight on me, which was the last thing I wanted. I must have figured that it was better for my parents to think I was kind of dumb.

I've thought about that long-ago experience a lot recently, now that religion, and specifically Christianity, is ascending in public life.

A couple weeks ago, Pete Hegseth, the nation's top military leader, led what was called the "Secretary of Defense Christian Prayer & Worship Service" at the Pentagon. As described in a New York Times story, it sounded like a revival meeting. "This is precisely where I need to be, and I think exactly where we need to be as a nation, at this moment," Hegseth said: "in prayer, on bended knee, recognizing the providence of our Lord and savior Jesus Christ." He continued, "King Jesus, we come humbly before you, seeking your face, seeking your grace, in humble obedience to your law and to your word."

In Texas, Governor Greg Abbott is expected to sign legislation requiring classrooms in the state's roughly 9,000 public schools to be postered with copies of the Ten Commandments. This school year, for the first time, teachers in Oklahoma were ordered to keep a Bible in their classroom: "Every teacher, every classroom in the state, will have a Bible in the classroom, and will be teaching from the Bible in the classroom," said the state superintendent. He stressed the historical importance of the text for America's Founding Fathers and suggested that it could be brought into science classes as part of discussions about how it inspired investigations into "God's creation." He expected "immediate and strict compliance" with the mandate.

To make the case for more religious content in schools and elsewhere in public life, proponents often argue that the Fathers were men of faith who believed that the nation and even the Constitution itself were divinely inspired. History suggests this is an exaggeration at best. The Founders were men of the Enlightenment, and some, including Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, and Ben Franklin, were attracted to Deism--a belief system that stresses rationality over superstition and rejects the notion of a supreme being who intervenes in the universe. That's a long way from the Christian nationalism of Hegseth and others who are now seeking to bring their faith into the public square.

Molly Worthen: What the fastest-growing Christian group reveals about America

But we are of course a Christian nation and probably will always remain so. No one knows that better than non-Christians. It is a fact of life, and not an unhappy one, or at least not for me. I am married to a woman who grew up attending a Presbyterian church. We raised our children in both of our traditions. There is a big difference, however, between the choices we make and the ones forced on us.

The aggressive push to flood the nation with religious faith--a specific faith, and a particular strain of that faith--undermines any notion of American plurality. It comes at a cost not just to the nation, but to individual Americans. You want to advance in Hegseth's Pentagon? You would do well to attend one of his prayer services--they are going to be held monthly--to pray, and to do so conspicuously and in full voice.

Thirty-one million people live in Texas--67 percent of whom identify as Christian. The rest, about 10 million Texans, are Muslim, Jewish, Buddhist, Hindu, or a mix that a Pew Research Center study identified as atheists, agnostics, and "nothing in particular." Some children from those families will now have to sit in school while a faith other than their own is pressed on them.

They'll feel, as I did, like an interloper--unwelcome in their own classroom.
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Trump Is Right About Affirmative Action

But for the wrong reasons

by Thomas Chatterton Williams




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


President Donald Trump's assault on what he broadly calls DEI has been slapdash and sadistic. That doesn't mean the system under attack should be maintained. Racial preferencing in university admissions as well as in employment and government contracting--more commonly understood as affirmative action--might once have been necessary, but long ago became glaringly unfair in practice. Affirmative action in college admissions continues--despite being banned by the Supreme Court in 2023--through the use of personal essays, interviews, and other proxy mechanisms. It continues in businesses' hirings and promotions. It's possible to believe two truths simultaneously: Judging individuals by race instead of merit has to end, in no small part because it hurts the very people it is supposed to uplift; and Trump's approach to ending it is harmful. He is not simply eliminating progressive excesses, but threatening to destroy the legacy of America's civil-rights legislation along with them.  

Over the years, antidiscrimination policy has come to bear little resemblance to what the authors of the 1964 Civil Rights Act imagined. As the Stanford economist Thomas Sowell observed in his 2004 book Affirmative Action Around the World, the very meaning of the word discrimination now encompasses "things that no one would have considered to be discrimination" half a century ago, such as, most recently, the exclusion of trans athletes from women's sports. When Lyndon B. Johnson signed the law, he was certainly not picturing wealthy Black business owners getting preferential government contracts, or the children of Black upper-middle-class professionals receiving an enormous handicap on their applications. And yet that is what happened.

After the 2023 Supreme Court ruling in Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard, the proportion of Black and Latino students at several selective schools actually increased. As my colleague Rose Horowitch reported: "43 of the 65 top-ranked universities have essay prompts that ask applicants about their identity or adversity; eight made the addition after the Court's decision." This might not be illegal--Chief Justice John Roberts wrote in his majority opinion that the ruling didn't prohibit "universities from considering an applicant's discussion of how race affected his or her life." But some schools may be going further. Last month, Students for Fair Admissions and others filed a class-action lawsuit accusing UCLA's medical school of "engaging in intentional discrimination on the basis of race and ethnicity." The suit alleges that the admissions department "requires applicants to submit responses that are intended to allow the Committee to glean the applicant's race, which the medical school later confirms via interviews."

In March, an X account with an anime avatar and the obscene username @bestn-gy claimed to have hacked NYU and published what it said were the standardized-test scores of students in 2024. The data, broken down by race, showed that Black students had an average SAT score nearly 200 points lower than their Asian peers. (In an email to students, NYU administrators wrote that "the charts posted by the unauthorized actor, purporting to show certain admissions data, were both inaccurate and misleading.")

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

Use of racial preferences extends beyond universities, of course. Soon after taking office in January, Trump signed an executive order banning "illegal discrimination" in federal agencies and rescinding a range of DEI and affirmative-action mandates. Last week, the administration moved to shut down the Disadvantaged Business Enterprise program, which had, since the 1980s, awarded billions of dollars in contracts from the Department of Transportation to businesses owned by women and members of racial minorities. The plaintiffs in a lawsuit against the program called it the "largest, and perhaps oldest affirmative action program in U.S. history." The administration now argues that the program is unconstitutional, a realization that it says it came to after Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard.

People assumed that "racial segregation was over in 1954 with Brown v. Board," Edward Blum, the president of Students for Fair Admissions, told me. "The reality was it wasn't anywhere near being over. Throughout the country, there was pushback." Supporters of affirmative action who refuse to accept the changing legal landscape are pushing back in the same way now, he said. He told me his organization is planning more lawsuits: "We're not at the beginning of the end; we're at the end of the beginning."

The struggle between those who support racial preferences and those who think they've gone too far is also flaring up in the corporate world. Jason L. Riley, the author of a new book called The Affirmative Action Myth, sees the DEI bureaucracy that became standard in corporate America as "affirmative action under a different label." Since Trump's reelection, companies such as Facebook, Google, Target, and Ford have begun reassessing their DEI commitments. Businesses had leaned into DEI partly because they feared civil-rights litigation. But in the process they left themselves vulnerable to legal challenges from a Justice Department with a different philosophy. Right after the election, in a move that was emblematic of the shifting climate, Walmart announced that it would end racial-equity training programs and scale back initiatives that had favored minority-owned suppliers.

When I was younger, I was predisposed to view affirmative action as both logical and morally necessary. But arriving at college as a scholarship student saddled with loans, I couldn't help but notice how many Black students more well off than me had benefited from the practice. These included the children of African and West Indian immigrants whose ancestors had not been subjected to slavery in America, which affirmative action was in part intended to redress. For students such as these, affirmative action has been, as Sowell writes, "a boon to those already more fortunate." I also saw how pervasive and pernicious the assumption was that even the most talented Black students hadn't earned their way in. Too often, affirmative action fostered quiet resentment or patronizing acceptance among Asian and white students; encouraged a sense of complacency among some Latino and Black students, who correctly intuited that the same exertions would not be expected of us; and exacerbated inequality across the board rather than alleviating it.

The same dynamics reproduce and magnify disparities beyond the ivory tower. Sowell's 2004 book cited a study of the beneficiaries of contracts set aside by the government for minority-owned small businesses. More than two-thirds of a random sample had "net worths of more than a million dollars each," Sowell writes. "When some members of Congress publicly opposed such programs, Congressman Charles Rangel from Harlem compared them to Hitler and depicted any attempt to roll back affirmative action as an attack on all blacks."

In 2023, many Black elites similarly warned that the Supreme Court ruling would "decimate the Black middle class that affirmative action had created," as Riley put it to me. Yet the overwhelming majority of the purported beneficiaries didn't seem concerned. A Pew Research Center poll published a few weeks before the decision found that only 20 percent of Black respondents felt that they'd been helped in their education or career by "efforts to increase racial and ethnic diversity." Some 35 percent said such efforts had done them harm.

Bertrand Cooper: The failure of affirmative action

Sowell helps explain why. "Affirmative action in the United States has made blacks, who have largely lifted themselves out of poverty, look like people who owe their rise to affirmative action and other government programs," he writes. "This perception is not confined to whites. It has been carefully cultivated by black politicians and civil rights leaders, who seek to claim credit for the progress." This has led, he adds, to a "virtual moratorium on recognition of achievements by blacks, except in so far as they are collective, political milestones or otherwise serve current ideological or political interests."

Tolerating double standards like the ones exposed by the NYU hack as natural or necessary is not only infantilizing but historically myopic. Affirmative action was never intended to be permanent. As Justice Sandra Day O'Connor mused nearly a quarter century ago, "we expect that 25 years from now, the use of racial preferences will no longer be necessary." But for many, the idea that Black people and other designated minority groups would forever need to be assessed differently in order to compete had become sacrosanct. Thinkers such as Riley and Sowell refute that idea. "There was a Black middle class in this country before affirmative action," Riley told me. "If anything, the era of affirmative action has slowed its growth." Black poverty fell 40 percentage points from 1940 to 1960, he pointed out: a period "when the government really didn't give a damn what was happening to Black people."

The idea that Black success is owed to white generosity--and that Black people's most salient value in a given institution is primarily representative and meant for the moral betterment of the white and other non-Black people around them--is a tragedy for all those who see themselves as part of a Black community. (The same can be said for members of other groups who have borrowed from the antidiscrimination playbook.) Only a perplexing mixture of folly and helplessness would motivate people to stake their prosperity on the guilt and magnanimity of the very power structure they claim has oppressed and excluded them. If, as Audre Lorde put it so memorably, "the master's tools will never dismantle the master's house," why would the master's benevolence suffice to educate and employ those he regards as his servants?

Trump is responding to the use of racial preferences in ways both necessary and extremely dangerous. In April, the federal government launched an investigation of Harvard Law School, part of Trump's reckless and frequently petty crackdown on higher education, under the guise of eliminating DEI. The probe came in response to reporting from the journalist Aaron Sibarium finding that the Harvard Law Review made DEI the "first priority" in its admissions process and routinely accepted or rejected articles based on the author's group identity. One editor referred, in writing, to the race of a prospective author as a "negative."

This is a preposterous--and yes, racist--way to think about legal scholarship and to treat human beings. Legal arguments and citations are either persuasive or they are not. Trump's acting assistant secretary for civil rights condemned the journal's selection process as a race-based "spoils system"--one that probably merited federal scrutiny. In May, the Justice Department sent a letter notifying Harvard about a broader investigation into whether the university had defrauded the government by continuing to use affirmative action in its admissions process.

Ensuring that Harvard complies with a Supreme Court ruling is reasonable enough. But Trump hasn't stopped there. His aim is not to improve the school. The point is to humble and humiliate it, along with any institution that doesn't reflect or embrace his resentful project. Opposing DEI--along with the vaguely construed goal of "fighting anti-Semitism"--has become a pretense for the administration to carry out a culture-war campaign that has very little to do with antidiscrimination.

Trump has also purged Black employees from federal offices, including the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the Library of Congress. The barely veiled notion that Black presence and visibility in leadership positions is in itself suspect is as repugnant as it is consistent for a president whose political star first rose by questioning Barack Obama's birth certificate.

Trump's most worrisome move to date was an order released in April, innocently called "Restoring Equality of Opportunity and Meritocracy," that represents an alarming curtailment of civil-rights laws and norms. The order directed all federal agencies to eliminate the use of "disparate-impact liability," a principle established in the Civil Rights Act that protects groups from policies that adversely affect them, no matter whether those policies can be proved to be overtly discriminatory or maliciously conceived. (Consider, for example, zoning laws mandating single-family housing or minimum square footage on new construction, which might have the effect of keeping Black families out of a neighborhood.)

Trump's order essentially nullifies the government's long-standing interest in ensuring fairer outcomes among groups with regard to rules that are ostensibly neutral but in practice impose disproportionate burdens. Now government agencies are being told to focus solely on overt or intentional discrimination with regard to opportunity, which in contemporary American life is extremely difficult to establish. Such a change was recently unthinkable. And so, once again, "the law," as Anatole France quipped, "in its majestic equality, forbids rich and poor alike to sleep under bridges, to beg in the streets, and to steal their bread."

In attacking both DEI and disparate-impact liability, Trump conflates them in the public imagination. But they are not equivalent. In fact, the difference between the two is instructive for what kinds of antidiscrimination practices must be preserved. Racial preferences have become a discriminatory means of achieving parity through proactive favoritism and reliance on double standards. By contrast, disparate-impact liability--though it can certainly be misapplied or abused--is fundamentally a reactive safeguard against unfairness. It aspires to race-blindness, seeking to remove rather than redistribute unjustifiable obstacles.

Some conservatives have suggested that both need to go; the writer Christopher Caldwell has argued that the entire Civil Rights Act was a mistake. In his 2020 book, The Age of Entitlement, he wrote that the law had rolled back "the basic constitutional freedoms Americans cherished most"--in particular, the freedom of association--by mandating integration and nondiscrimination policies that soon pervaded the private sphere. The only proper response, he implied, was to strip away the very architecture of civil rights as we know it.

When the book came out, Caldwell's perspective seemed far-fetched. At that time, conventional wisdom had rallied around the idea that civil-rights legislation never went far enough. Ibram X. Kendi's How to Be an Antiracist and Robin DiAngelo's White Fragility would soon become the twin epochal texts of the period that followed the death of George Floyd. "The only remedy to racist discrimination is antiracist discrimination," Kendi wrote, articulating an idea that quickly became ascendant in much of academia and corporate America. "The only remedy to past discrimination is present discrimination. The only remedy to present discrimination is future discrimination." Vive la discrimination!

If Caldwell's proposals seemed impossible, Kendi's felt inevitable. What a difference half a decade can make. It is Caldwell's world that we find ourselves living in now.

What will come after Trump's wrecking ball stills? The complicated reality is that, for the first time in decades, we will have an opportunity to do something better for all Americans. We should begin with a simple observation: Universities, businesses, and other institutions concerned about ensuring diversity and equal opportunity don't have to rely on racial preferences.

The Harvard Law professor Randall Kennedy sees real value in affirmative action, not least because it helped counteract the legacy of Jim Crow, which he witnessed firsthand during his youth. But he doesn't believe the practice as we've known it is the only possible solution to the nation's ongoing social challenges. "I'm not like, 'Everything that exists under the name affirmative action needs to continue,'" he told me. "It's a vehicle. But a vehicle can only carry so much weight."

Rose Horowitch: The era of DEI for conservatives has begun

Ralph Richard Banks, a professor at Stanford Law and a co-founder of the Stanford Center for Racial Justice, pointed out some of affirmative action's limitations. He told me that it allowed Americans to obsess over narrow questions--who gets an acceptance letter and who doesn't--while ignoring structural inequalities, many of which go beyond race and manifest long before a student applies to college. It was a "Band-Aid" that let us postpone "dealing with the big issues," he told me. Colleges and businesses that are hiring have other options; he suggested they could reach out "to communities, neighborhoods, places where we don't usually get applicants from." Race is part of that calculus, but so is class.

When I got to college, I was struck by how few people saw this latter category as a means of achieving justice and inclusion. Policies focused on class, however, could both capture a high proportion of Black applicants and, crucially, treat poor white and other applicants equally--thus beginning to dilute the populist resentment that the Trump movement has so powerfully exploited. Such policies would also treat Black applicants themselves with greater fairness, given that most of the benefits of race-conscious admissions and hiring practices have bypassed the Black underclass entirely. One approach, put forward by the economist Raj Chetty, is for universities to consider where applicants come from; kids from neighborhoods with limited mobility that rarely send students to elite colleges could be given an advantage.

A class-based system of affirmative action is the only defensible path forward. Neither alternative--the improbable continuation of the status quo or Trump's heedless war on civil rights--is tenable.

The cliche that Trump has the wrong answers to the right questions has again proved convincing. His administration's campaign against affirmative action, DEI, and civil-rights law more broadly has been ill-conceived and poorly executed. Weaponizing a reactionary politics of white grievance and hobbling some of the world's greatest universities because of a personal vendetta is appalling. So, too, is trampling on the laws that have made American society more equal. But it is also undeniable that systematically failing to treat people as individuals doesn't help Black or Latino people--or anyone else, for that matter. It has entrenched the rancid notion of innate racial hierarchy, and ultimately rendered the nation weaker and more divided.
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The Trump Administration Is Spending $2 Million to Figure Out Whether DEI Causes Plane Crashes

The president may be disappointed by the findings.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker




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


When President Donald Trump blamed diversity, equity, and inclusion programs for the deadly January crash at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport, some aviation officials were appalled. Some were simply perplexed. But few officials inside the Federal Aviation Administration took the president's remarks seriously.

Not so for the political leadership of the Department of Transportation. The FAA's parent agency agreed in March to spend as much as $2.1 million on an investigation into DEI policies and their impact on recent safety incidents. To conduct that investigation, the Trump administration has turned to Alex Spiro, a former prosecutor and a prominent defense attorney who has represented Elon Musk, among other billionaires and celebrities.

I obtained the "scope of work" document for Spiro's investigation, which is marked "privileged" and "confidential" and has not been previously reported. It shows how the president's musings--his accusations, he said at the time, were based on "very strong opinions and ideas"--translate into taxpayer-funded government action. It also reveals the cost of the administration's fixation on DEI at a time when the FAA is struggling to hire and retain air-traffic controllers, linchpins of aviation safety, and when Sean Duffy, the transportation secretary, is seeking funds to overhaul the country's antiquated air-traffic-control system. Recent radar outages at Newark Liberty International Airport have caused severe flight delays and spotlighted just how deep technology and staffing problems run.

The investigation by Spiro, a partner at the elite firm Quinn Emanuel Urquhart & Sullivan, is due to conclude soon, a person familiar with the dynamics told me, speaking on the condition of anonymity because of the confidentiality of the work. Contrary to what Trump may hope, it's not expected to find that programs aimed at ensuring representation for women and people of color are responsible for this year's string of aviation disasters, including the January crash at Reagan airport, which killed 67 people and prompted Trump's tirade against DEI.

That determination, several air-traffic controllers told me, hardly required a multimillion-dollar probe. It's true that past FAA hiring practices have been controversial. A biographical questionnaire introduced in 2014 as part of an effort to increase the diversity of the applicant pool faced criticism from candidates who said they'd lost out on jobs because they didn't fit a preferred profile. It was scrapped by Congress in 2018. Even if diversity preferences influence which candidates are sent to air-traffic facilities--"unlikely," as one controller put it to me--those candidates still have to be trained and recommended for certification by their peers and monitored by a supervisor, the controller said. Controllers have little incentive to recommend someone who isn't qualified, because that person could wind up next to them, jointly responsible for keeping planes in the air. "If that person can't do the job, they aren't making it through the hiring process," this controller told me.

Another controller put it more bluntly, calling the investigation a "waste of money." The controller pointed to severe strains on the workforce following a series of disturbing incidents caused by communications breakdowns and other disruptions, which led multiple controllers to request trauma leave. He told me, "That's $2 million that could have gone toward pain-and-suffering raises for controllers."

The scope-of-work document outlines exactly what the money is buying the government. Interviews with 10 to 15 "key stakeholders" were estimated to cost as much as $150,000 ("includes preparation and documentation of findings"), statistical analysis another $100,000 ("examination of data by expert statistician"). Finally, the cost of legal analysis was expected to total up to $1,800,000, covering document and data collection and examination as well as "legal memorandum preparation."

The investigation seeks to answer several questions: what DEI policies exist, how they influence the hiring of air-traffic controllers, and whether there's a link between DEI practices and recent safety incidents. To answer these questions, the firm said it would commit a team, including four former federal prosecutors with experience conducting investigations.

The investigation could end up costing the government more than the expected $2.1 million. Spiro's outline indicates that each additional week of work, beyond the anticipated two to three weeks, is estimated to add $200,000 to $300,000 in fees. Each additional interview required for the probe will also cost $10,000 to $15,000.

In a statement, a DOT spokesperson said "there is no price on safety."

"We launched this investigation because of DEI and cheating allegations inside the air traffic control organization," the spokesperson, Nate Sizemore, added. "It's a shame that the Atlantic thinks that should be dismissed."

The scope-of-work document was addressed to Pete Meachum, the chief of staff at the Department of Transportation and a former congressional aide to Duffy. A Wisconsin Republican, Duffy left Congress in 2019 to work as a lobbyist and a Fox Business co-host. Duffy was confirmed as Trump's transportation secretary on January 28. A day later, he signed what the department called a "Woke Rescission" memo, directing various offices to "identify and eliminate all Biden-era programs, policies, activities, rules, and orders that promote climate change activism, Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) initiatives, racial equity, gender identity policies, environmental justice, and other partisan objectives." That was the same day that American Airlines Flight 5342 collided with a U.S. Army helicopter near Reagan airport. Trump promptly blamed past Democratic presidents for the crash, suggesting that they had lowered standards for key aviation roles. "We must have only the highest standards for those who work in our aviation system," he said.

In a Fox interview following the crash, Duffy seemed to endorse the president's comments about DEI, saying, "You can't focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion when you try to hire air-traffic controllers. You focus on the best and the brightest."

A shortage of controllers means that the best and the brightest have been working long hours under stressful conditions, made worse by the departure of hundreds of FAA employees in crucial support roles who have accepted the government's offer of early retirement. Duffy told Congress last month that his department "can do more with less," suggesting that savings from staff reductions could be used to fund overdue infrastructure upgrades. And apparently investigations into DEI, as well.
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An Innocent Abroad in Mark Twain's Paris

My quest for a true literary experience resulted in <em>choucroute</em>, a surprise organ feast, an epiphany at the Louvre, existential dread, and a rowboat.

by Caity Weaver

For as long as Paris has existed, a group of people known by many names--derelicts; lollygaggers; scammers; bums--have sought to pass time there at no cost to themselves. Once, some 2,000 years ago, so many such personages (then known as barbarians) came to Paris simultaneously that the city was destroyed. Today, their descendants are politely called writers.

One of the most successful to ever do it was a larkish American steamboat operator. In 1866, when he was 31, he convinced a San Francisco newspaper that the crucial thing to do in the lurid gloaming following the Civil War--as Army officials were yet racing to recover human remains before they were eaten by hogs--was to send him on a five-month "great pleasure excursion" through Europe and the Middle East at the paper's expense. In exchange, he would send back riotous letters describing his trip. And that is how Mark Twain got to Paris.

These letters formed the spine of The Innocents Abroad, or the New Pilgrim's Progress, which sold more than 70,000 copies the year it was published. The account slingshotted Twain to stardom; none of his other books was as popular in his lifetime. It even birthed a new stereotype, belief in which would proliferate long after his death.

The caricature of the Ugly American--the loud, self-absorbed, unsophisticated tourist--was robustly embodied in Innocents' picaresque narrative. While the boorish behavior of Twain's shipmates is cataloged throughout (snapping off pieces of ancient monuments for souvenirs, for instance), his most flamboyant portrayal is a self-portrait. Did Twain earnestly intend to attack cunning Parisian tour guides with his "tomahawk" on a future visit? Probably not. But that's not to say the desire was wholly absent. The punch of the stereotype derives from its resemblance to God's honest truth.

In the mid-19th century, an American holidaying in Paris was a logistical feat. And although the oceanic and overland legs of Twain's journey required more patience and stamina than even a flight out of Newark, the hassle--and, more especially, the expense--worked in his favor. His task was to describe a place his readers were unlikely to have seen even in photographs.

One hundred fifty-eight years after Mark Twain's visit, the number of Americans who travel to Europe annually far surpasses the population of the United States in the year he was born. Many of them--more than 3 million in 2022--head straight to France, which is now the most-visited country on Earth. Virtually every living American, save those blind from infancy, has seen images of Paris. There is no need for a civilian to travel there and describe it. And yet, the wastrel, the conniver--the author--must ask: Wouldn't it be best to send one more? Just to be sure? Isn't it possible that dispatching a 21st-century writer to Paris to tramp along in Twain's wake might enhance the modern reader's appreciation of Twain's work by proxy? It's certainly not impossible. Shouldn't we follow this instinct? Mightn't it be flat-out imperative for us to do so?

And that is how I got to Paris!


For as long as Paris has existed, writers have sought to pass time there at no cost to themselves. (Benjamin Malapris for The Atlantic)



If the last time you saw Paris was 2,250 years ago, you may be dismayed to learn that the tiny outpost you have always regarded as a serviceable fishing spot now teems with a large selection of museums and restaurants, many of which are not worth going to, and also that it is now full of French people. But a traveler from Twain's time would recognize present-day Paris much more readily than, say, Orlando. The heart of Paris, now as then, spans the colors of a March sky at dusk: pale gold, chilly white, slate blue. This palette is the legacy of Georges-Eugene Haussmann, who was wrapping up a tectonic two-decade remodeling project when Twain arrived. At Napoleon III's behest, Haussmann had taken a scouring brush to the city, replacing the airless tenements and lightless alleys that had housed Parisians since medieval times with limestone edifices and stately boulevards flanked by well-proportioned horse chestnut trees. A century and a half later, the quietly majestic neighborhoods invite admiration. Why doesn't every city look like this? you wonder. They can't afford to is the answer. Modern Paris is an elegant monument to Haussmann's profligacy; he was fired for spending stupefying sums of public money to force it up like winter tulips.

Read: The Innocents Abroad, or the New Pilgrim's Progress

Of course, the city was not yet a tasteful heirloom when Mark Twain tore through it; it was all new. (Emperor Napoleon, he wrote approvingly, was "annihilating the crooked streets.") There have been a handful of updates to Paris since the 1860s. Notably, they've added a gigantic iron tower. And it used to be that anyone could walk right into the city morgue and have a look around, as Twain did. ("On a slanting stone," he recalled, "lay a drowned man, naked, swollen, purple; clasping the fragment of a broken bush with a grip which death had so petrified that human strength could not unloose it.") They don't let you do that anymore. And so the uncomfortable question must be posed: Is it still worth going there?


A traveler from Twain's time would recognize present-day Paris much more readily than, say, Orlando. (Benjamin Malapris for The Atlantic)



Twain blew like a derecho into Paris on a Saturday as evening fell. Reality--in the sense of "the truth"; in the sense of "what really happened"--was more ephemeral in the 19th century. Assuming that Twain's timeline of recorded events is accurate, the author did not sit down to supper until after an 11 p.m. billiards game. Modeling this, I book my first dinner reservation for 11:30 p.m.

There is no evidence that Twain dined at Bofinger, but he might have; it opened in 1864. I select the brasserie because its name bears a striking similarity to one that Twain records as "Billfinger." The author's Billfinger is his Parisian tour guide; Twain describes his name as "atrocious," "nauseating," and "unbearable." He and his friends, he wrote, immediately rechristened the man "Ferguson."

Bofinger's menu indulges in no English hand-holding. This poses no problem; I speak and understand French. The dining room's walls are nitid beeswax yellow. In its center, a flower arrangement as big as a man explodes under the navel of an enormous stained-glass dome. When I arrive at half past 11, only a handful of other patrons linger at the white-clothed tables--

Ummm, what?! It appears that some jealous saboteur has (to what end??) sunk a bevy of hazardous stumbling blocks into the menu to trip me up, to cripple and batter my award-winning high-school French beyond all utility. Every word I recognize is preceded or followed by--sometimes hidden among--entirely novel arrangements of letters. Do I want "supreme of [something] French (feminine)"? Or "egg fresh air [something]"? This is not very bon. At a table opposite mine sit the two Frenchest men I have ever seen: One, gray ponytail secured with a voluminous black scrunchie, lolls in his small wooden chair like a great brass bell; the other--the clapper--is dressed like Billy Crystal in 1989. They are sharing a preposterous meat feast directly out of a metal pan, served aloft over an open flame. A waiter walks by and pours what appears to be water on top of their food. I temper my hopes; I will deem the meal a successful French experience as long as I manage not to order that.

One section of the menu broadcasts the same unfamiliar word five times: choucroute. In a panic, I order the "choucroute Bofinger." The waiter overhauls my pronunciation with a sigh. (He is, to use Twain's phrasing, "so fearfully and wonderfully Frenchy.") Choucroute--write this down--is sauerkraut; I receive a savanna-size portion. Heaped upon it: pork products representing every hue on the glistening spectrum from brown to pink (rosy ham hock, charred pork belly, thick shoulder slices, a common hot dog). I have ordered an entire Easter dinner for myself to eat alone at midnight. This is, naturally, the selfsame meat feast being shared by the two grown men at the table opposite.


The choucroute Bofinger at the eponymous brasserie, which was open at the time of Mark Twain's visit (Benjamin Malapris for The Atlantic)



The ponytailed man catches my eye and genially roars, "[Something]!" His English is as good as my French; we carry on a mutually unintelligible conversation across our tables for several minutes. He reveals that he is a movie producer whose principal business is the manufacture of bionic limbs [could that be right?]. The other man--his cousin, he says--speaks English quite well, and possesses intimate familiarity with the geographic distribution of Native tribes across North America. I find myself at their table, knocking back the second glass of champagne the ponytailed man has ordered me. What do I think of Trohn? he asks. He does a faultless, silent impression of Donald Trump peering poutfully around the dining room. Which is now empty, by the way. The glowing brasserie is shut tight as a jeweled music box with all of us inside it. The Metro, which I took to dinner, is no longer running.

Trohn volunteers to drive me home. (Well, he volunteers his cousin to drive him home, and orders him to drop me off on the way.) His cousin assures me that even though my hotel is not in the right direction, no location is out of his way: "It's very small--Paris." Mark Twain, I think, would get in the car. I discreetly turn on my iPhone's location-sharing feature as we head for their Pomeranian-size vehicle.

It is possible that even if I spoke perfect French, Trohn would still boom to me, as I buckle my seat belt, "I drink Coca-Colaaaaaa euuhhhh!" But I suspect that he is merely leaping from one iceberg of meltingly recalled English names and phrases to another, not unlike the very famuzz polar bears du Coca-Colaaaaaa attempting to survive their rapidly warming habitat. He invites me to smoke in his car and, when I decline, divulges that if you want to do drugs in the street in New York City, it's "no problem"--but if you try to light one cigarette, your daughter's new American friends will yell at you and scream "'Aaaaaaaah!'" He asks me if I remember the club, famuzz club, in New York, soixante dix huit (78). "Studio 54!" I say. "Oh la la la la!" he says.

"Occasionally," Twain wrote, "merely for the pleasure of being cruel, we put unoffending Frenchmen on the rack with questions framed in the incomprehensible jargon of their native language, and while they writhed we impaled them, we peppered them, we scarified them, with their own vile verbs and participles." My attempts at French glance off Trohn like best wishes fired at the scruff of a T. rex. He indicates a store where I should buy "parfem."

"PahrFYUME!" his cousin corrects.

"ParFOOM!" Trohn revises. He gives me his phone number as the car stops immediately outside my hotel's front door. If I want to come to dinner again, or if I have "any problems" with my passport, he says, I should let him know.

I wake up an hour before I am due at the Louvre.

| This is what I imagine I will write in this space shortly after the cousins drop me off at my hotel, around 2 a.m., as I set a fusillade of alarms to rouse me a few hours hence; the rest of the paragraph will detail my boulangerie breakfast, and perhaps identify a unique quality of Paris morning light that has heretofore escaped most people's notice for thousands of years.

I wake up 10 minutes before I need to be at the Louvre. I have to assume there's light of some kind, all around. Mercifully, my hotel's proudest feature is that it is across the street from the Louvre. This is the closest I can get to rooming where Mark Twain slept; his hotel was located on the other side of the street. Despite his proximity, Twain himself barely made it to the Louvre--or so he wrote.

At the museum's underground entrance, more people are lined up than I have seen, cumulatively, in my entire life. This is infuriating--I don't care about the Louvre! If this weren't the Louvre, I wouldn't even go.

I fear this is not going to sound very intelligent: Once inside, I discover that the Louvre is good, actually. You know what is the extremely most good? The Mona Lisa room. That's my insider tip: Traveling to Paris? Consider visiting the Louvre--and be sure to check out a picture called the Mona Lisa.

Leonardo da Vinci's nearly finished portrait of a woman named Lisa has been on display at the museum almost continuously since 1797, except during the World Wars, when it was spirited offsite, plus the brief period when Napoleon hung it in his bedroom (1800-04). It may have been viewed as a technical masterpiece even as da Vinci was painting it on poplar in the early 1500s; certainly by 1550, it was known, at least, to be really very nice. But its theft by a Louvre employee in 1911--and its recovery in 1913--transformed it into the most famous artwork in the world.

Read: The science behind Mona Lisa's smile

"Jesus Christ!" yelps a young man straight into my ear as we plunge into a sluggish human river. Somewhere in the vicinity of this skylit corridor, sequestered in an air-conditioned box, Lisa is growing imperceptibly yellower with each passing hour. But from this vantage point, it is impossible to even see the room where this is happening. The hallway is a nearly solid mass of tourists who trudge forward grim and mute as prisoners chained together at the ankles, condemned to the gallows.

The bad news: You already know, to an astonishing degree of detail, what the Mona Lisa looks like, and no additional characteristics are visible across the gulf of several feet that the museum imposes between bulletproof-glass case and visitor. The good news: In the 21st century, the painting is best enjoyed by turning one's back on it. The charcoal-blue room where the portrait hangs offers perhaps the best, most concentrated diversity of people-watching anywhere on the planet. I recommend standing off to the side, underneath--who cares, but if you must know--Supper at Emmaus, by Paolo Veronese.

Take in the scene as an alien might. What is happening? There appear to be representatives from every region of Earth, in developmental stages ranging from howling baby to the gloriously aged, clad in chartreuse spandex bell-bottoms, dove-gray peacoats, olive-green track pants, white fur boleros, tank tops, cardigans, belly shirts, trench coats, stilettos, sneakers, knee-high leather boots, lace-up tops, button-down shirts, miniskirts, sweatshirts, paisley bandannas, and on and on. The assembled arrange themselves, without conflict, in a constantly dense yet ever-emptying block in the center of the room. Their focus is fixed on a single object. It depicts a person whom the crowd regards not with joy, nor with fear, but with a kind of dutiful reverence; the figure is clearly a personage of some power, perhaps of religious significance. The object is cordoned off with tall black dividers; from the side, you can observe an endless ballet of wrists and hands floating skyward. Each hand holds an electronic device, which it shows to the figure for a second or two before lowering it; then the device's owner exits. The object seems to relate to the devices in some way; perhaps the long-haired man it depicts was the inventor of the devices; perhaps this room is where he died.


Take in the sight of the Mona Lisa room at the Louvre as an alien might. What is happening? (Benjamin Malapris for The Atlantic)



At the right time of day, this scene is not only entertaining, but beautiful. Nearly every pilgrim cants his or her head to examine the screen of the phone through which he or she views the painting. Around noon, when I visit, the milky sunlight cautiously diffused through the room's glass ceiling illuminates their faces until they resemble witnesses to miracles rendered in oils by the Renaissance masters. I spend an hour here, and would linger for another, but journalistic obligations compel my exit. I have booked a three-hour sauce-making class that starts at 1 p.m.

This is the unpitiable dilemma of the professional lollygagger: You pine to be assigned a travel story because, you think, how hard could it be? You already have experience going places--to Target, to bed; you go to those places all the time--and this is just that, except, God willing, you're going somewhere nicer than Target and getting paid for it, and all you have to do is write down what happens. Your husband's goodbye kiss is a jealous peck; he believes, in his heart, that you have wrangled yourself a free vacation.

In fact, what you have summoned is an extended paranoid dissociative episode, in which, every second you are awake, you are asking yourself, over the thrum of your racing heart, Is this moment interesting? Is this moment interesting? How would a fascinating person describe my life? You make unhinged decisions in the pursuit of mild interest, such as getting into a car in the middle of the night with men you started talking with after you ordered too much ham, because it would be perfect for the story, actually, if you got kidnapped. And if you happen to stumble upon something that unexpectedly holds your attention, you are soon compelled to leave it--lest life fall flat when allowed to direct itself.

Mark Twain seems never to have experienced such agita. His breezy accounts betray no anxiety to justify the expense of sending him around the world.

Or do they?

Twain visited the Louvre in 1867. Obviously. Only a mud-crusted simpleton whose international luxury tour no San Francisco newspaper would bankroll would even consider skipping the Louvre. And yet.

Twain's narrative boasts some--discrepancies is too magisterial a word ... peculiarities, say. His first attempt to visit the Louvre occasions one of The Innocents Abroad's funniest scenes: An unscrupulous guide--the aforementioned "Ferguson"--spends all afternoon directing Twain's carriage to various fabric stores, rather than (as requested) the Louvre. But why did Twain climb into a carriage? From his hotel's front door, he could have dashed on foot to the museum's nearest entrance in less than a minute.

It's possible that he did. Twain asserted that, after having lost an afternoon to silks, he ventured to the Louvre some other day. But his account of the museum's contents--"miles of paintings"--is vague: "Some of them were beautiful."

The bulk of his Louvre paragraph--contrast that length with several hundred words detailing superfluous silk shopping--is given over to his distaste for the practice of painting the portraits of wealthy patrons. The Louvre was, arguably, even more interesting in 1867 than it is now, because the museum complex was joined to the emperor's residence. It is true that Twain could have toured it and been uncharacteristically uninspired to expound on its history, its atmosphere, or any work he saw there. It is also true that Twain advances no observation about the Louvre that required stepping inside.

The archetypal Ugly American is incurious. Twain was not; his folksiness belied his capacity for scrutinous observation. An upbringing on the unfinished edge of the Missouri frontier provided numerous opportunities to witness homicide--as a child, he wrote, he saw an enslaved man struck dead with "a chunk of slag for some small offense"--but little exposure to the fine arts. Twain left school at age 12 to get a job.

Could shame, I wondered, have shaped the lopsided Louvre passage? I, who received a decade more formal schooling than Twain, am unable to distinguish a masterpiece from a painting that is merely pretty good. By inserting, where a critique might go, a description of a funny thing that happened, I seek to conceal the fact that I am an unsophisticated moron incapable of processing fine art beyond the dimensions of size and color. I asked Matt Seybold, an associate professor of American literature and Mark Twain studies at Elmira College, if it struck him as at least plausible that Twain might have outright lied about touring the Louvre.

In response, he forwarded me a letter that I might, he said, find "curious." Twain wrote it to a teenage girl, Emeline Beach, who'd accompanied her father on the same world tour in 1867. Twain sent it after the trip, while working feverishly to produce all the observations he had promised his employers. In the letter, Twain implored Miss Beach to send him a list of names of Spanish paintings "that delighted you most - & say all you can about them too. Remember, I am in a great straight, now, & it is hard to have to write about pictures when I don't know anything about them."

I spend three exhausting hours "Mastering Classic French Sauces." Irritatingly, my frantic battle to do so is not sufficiently compelling to warrant further description. Having had only sauce for lunch, I pour myself a fist-size cup of more sauce (caramel au beurre sale) for the walk back to my hotel, and drain it before reaching the street.

A friend who happens to be on vacation in Paris has sent me her dining itinerary--a jumble of neighborhoods, dishes, and restaurants that I barely glance at--and invited me to join her for a meal. I arrive at a darling bistro to find her seated across from two stylish companions. I am "not really a 'brains' girl," my friend confides to them while introducing me--an assessment that is accurate, if stunningly cruel. She is surprised, she says, that I selected this spot from her list of options. What the heck is my friend talking about?


You pine to be assigned a travel story because, you think, how hard could it be? (Benjamin Malapris for The Atlantic)



Our reunion is interrupted by the appearance of an openly hostile man whose scowl makes plain that he would prefer that we were dead or, even better, bleeding out in a gutter. He is the waiter. He props up a chalkboard menu and stomps away.

Twain wrote of difficulties procuring Parisian fare by ordering in either French (which he claimed the French could not understand) or English (which robbed him of "the coveted consciousness" that he was "in beautiful France"). I am spared this hardship by my friend's chic Parisian associates. One of them, who looks like a '60s pop star, translates the offerings in a voice that drifts through the air like wild bergamot:

Poached calf's brain. Pig-feet croquettes. Pickled quail. Head ragout.

Jesus Christ. Whose head? What's head? No one says. Some items--pig ears; duck--are described as "pressed." That might be safest; sounds almost like a grilled cheese. No, confesses the other Parisian, who resembles the miniatures of young dukes in the Louvre; not like a grilled cheese. More like: You take something--the ears of a pig, the carcass of a duck--and mash it inside a special device until it becomes a juice of itself, and then turn that juice into sauce, which you trick people into buying.

The members of my party have the gall to request several of these demonic items from the livid waiter. I take one goldfish's nibble from every plate. Each dish is either colloidal crumbles or the wettest thing I have ever put in my mouth. Halfway through the meal, the waiter yells at us for speaking too loudly, but he does not pay us the courtesy of kicking us out.


To reduce the risk of unexpected organ meats, consider a picnic at the Jardin des Tuileries. (Benjamin Malapris for The Atlantic)



Mark Twain luxuriated in Versailles like a Chihuahua ripping apart the contents of a lingerie drawer. An entire chapter of The Innocents Abroad is devoted to it, exploding with the prefatory declaration "VERSAILLES! It is wonderfully beautiful!" So ebullient was Twain's praise for this monument to monarchical excess that, before traveling to France, I asked Seybold, at Elmira College, if it could all be deft irony whizzing over my head. Twain is our Americkest author; Versailles would seem to represent his nation's antithesis. Could he really have loved it?

"Twain's aesthetic tastes, particularly at this time, are gaudy as hell," Seybold told me. Just two years before he glided through Versailles, Twain had lived in a shared dirt-floor miners' cabin. The Innocents Abroad changed everything. But Twain, who went on to earn enormous amounts of money, "spent it as fast as he made it," Seybold said. He was, to borrow a French term, nouveau riche.

As a person whose own aesthetic tastes are at least as gaudy as hell, and probably gaudier, I cannot wait to see Versailles--a site that, Twain gushed, "thrills one like military music!"

Here is what I learn from my visit: The Chateau de Versailles took more than 50 years to build; its construction costs were equivalent to one kajillion 2025 American dollars; and if you go to it, you absolutely must skip the inside--all of it. It's not worth it, not even the gift shop (pitiful Christmas ornaments).

Mark Twain: Old times on the Mississippi

When Twain toured the site, it lacked many of the splendors that greet modern pilgrims (results of a 20th-century renovation). It also lacked UNESCO World Heritage status. More than 7 million visitors now pass through each year. They're all present on the day of my visit. Some aspects of Versailles are swell. Clouds appear to glow on the ceiling of the Salon d'Hercule; forest-green velvet damask spreads like frost across pea-green wallpaper; ostrich-feather bouquets erupt from the king's bed canopy. One or two things are even luridly interesting--for instance, the hidden door through which Marie Antoinette fled a mob of Parisian women, barely discernible as seams on a wall. But mostly it is a sort of dreary, rideless Disney World, without the stellar crowd management that is Disney's hallmark. A singular paradox is inescapable: So successfully have the masses managed to mimic, at a fraction of the cost, the extravagant design features epitomized in royal residences such as Versailles that many of the original interiors--with their rare violet marble and ornate gold trim--look, to modern eyes, cheap.


The secret to enjoying yourself at Versailles is to focus your exploration on the gardens. (Benjamin Malapris for The Atlantic)



Twain was fortunate to come at the exuberant height of summer, when the gardens flaunted what he described as "rainbows of flowers." Only the scraggly yellow vanguard--daffodils, crocuses, primroses, and gorse--has mustered by the time I visit, in gray March. Bacchus, bone-dry, slumps in the center of a stagnant green pool clutching fistfuls of limp grapes; none of the fountains is turned on. Every one of the gardens' hundreds of statues is covered up, many in head-to-toe fitted sheaths, like cadavers in body bags.

The secret to enjoying yourself at Versailles is to confine your exploration to the gardens, where rentable golf carts (42 euros an hour) give you the run of the place. The best part is, you needn't trouble yourself to operate them, or conduct the conversations in French necessary for their procurement, or listen as their purveyors explain the rules that must govern your conduct while tooling around Versailles. Simply make the French person who has been forced to accompany you do all that--provided you have one, which I do recommend.

Did you spot him--this story's photographer--in the preceding scenes? He has been here practically the entire time, though you may have mistaken him for a shadow, darting in all black around the periphery. But now, as always when a discussion has to take place entirely in French--unavoidably or merely for convenience--we must shove le photographer into the foreground.

Le photographer is sleek and chic and his manners are spotless as a cat's. The sole impolite thing he does during the four days I spend with him is actually kind and helpful--it only feels rude: Whenever I ask le photographer to recommend something, he begins by listing things that "Americans like." What about me gives the impression that I want to do things Americans enjoy? Talking nonstop about the United States from the moment we meet, except for those times when I am beseeching him to order for me at restaurants? Why, I ask him after one such recommendation, do Americans like that particular cafe?

"There is no explanation," le photographer says gravely.

The clouds are marbled with veins of pale sunlight when le photographer, at my request, parleys with the golf-cart wardens, signs all the waivers, surrenders his driver's license, and chauffeurs me down Versailles' golf-cart highway: a corridor of almond-white sand bordering the centroidal Allee Royale. All of these tasks preclude him from holding a camera, which is doubly regrettable, first because that is the work he has been hired to perform, and second because--I state this with certainty as an experienced writer for periodicals--illustrative images are the lone reason publication of a story is ever tolerated; the accompanying text is an abstract two-dimensional wrought-iron border placed around photos to promote visual harmony.

When I spot rowboats for hire, le photographer's day instantly grows worse: We ain't leaving Versailles without floating down the Grand Canal, I explain. To make it up to him, I offer to row so that he can snap some pictures, if he's quick about it. Accounts of royal parties held on this mile-long waterway describe feats of 17th-century pyrotechnology and magic: "An infinity of fires" made the channel "appear all in flames"; I enjoy the boat ride mainly because it feels like desecrating the private property of the wealthy, which provides a rush even if those wealthy have been dead for several hundred years.

Following two incomprehensibly slow-motion collisions with other crafts, le photographer takes the oars. A creature that would look at ease on the River Styx skims by us. "What is that?!" I say with a gasp. It has feathers the lightless black of a sealed crypt, and startling blood-colored eyes.

"A ... water chicken," le photographer says. "It sounds better in French."


Children violently shake yew hedges at Versailles. The author may or may not have emulated them. (Benjamin Malapris for The Atlantic)



In another corner of the sleeping gardens, le photographer and I come upon a pack of boys and girls shrieking that the bushes are on fire. "Au feu! Au feu!" the children scream as they jerk the boughs of yew hedges violently up and down. This action sends forth billowing clouds of gray smoke--pollen, actually--so that the yews do appear, genuinely, to be smoldering. It is a really good gag. One of their irritated parents marches over and orders them: "Stope! Stope! Stope!" (In deploying the English stop, the French teach their children to associate our language with the abrupt cessation of pleasure.) As soon as the party has passed out of sight, I pounce on the hedges and enjoy a few seconds of maniacal fun jerking the branches myself--unless this behavior is bad for the yews, or technically illegal, in which case I do not.

Trampling roughshod over the Sun King's estate, I tell le photographer about Twain. "Mark Twain," he'd asked the afternoon we met, "'ates French people, non?"

Twain was, in fact, a font of uncharitable aphorisms about the French: "A Frenchman's home is where another man's wife is"; "The Race consists of human beings & French"; "a dead Frenchman has many good qualities." But isn't that just how Americans reflexively talk about the French?

Well, yes. Thanks, perhaps, to Mark Twain, who perfected the simultaneous disdain for and fascination with French culture that now typifies the American attitude. Yet for all the potshots he took at the French, the author's private interest in French culture could be described as obsessive. His favorite book, Seybold told me, was a 900-page history of the French Revolution. Paris was not even an official stop on the cruise itinerary of Twain's five-month trip; he took advantage of a layover to make the detour. While the steamship voyage was advertised as an "excursion to the Holy Land" (with the whole of Western Europe relegated obliquely to "intermediate points of interest"), it is the France chapters where the young Twain's wit sparkles most brightly. "Even if he kind of pokes fun at it once he's there," Seybold said, "there was something that was drawing him to it."

Read: The not-at-all-funny life of Mark Twain

In their book, Mark Twain & France: The Making of a New American Identity, the authors Paula Harrington and Ronald Jenn argue that Twain sacrificed the French on the pyre of his blazing scorn for a purpose more self-serving than pure dislike: By emphasizing (or inventing) the ways in which the French differed from his countrymen, they write, the author honed a keen-edged "American" identity for his own comedic character, and for his nation.

Thomas Jefferson and John Adams had been gone less than a decade when Twain was born. From his perspective, the country had only just sparked into existence, and the flame was so unsteady that it might yet extinguish before the world noticed. There was no quintessential American, so Twain imagined him: a wily rube, cynical toward the same refinements of Europe that inspired awe in him. Whether the character embodied the spirit of the country with startling accuracy or became a self-fulfilling prophecy is impossible to say. But a century and a half later, the contours of my own seemingly instinctual reactions to the French--alternating beguilement and dismay--fit over Twain's with the precision of a cut-paper silhouette. Twain's footsteps through Paris left such deep imprints that, generations later, it remains all but impossible for a visiting countryman to see over the top of them. So what if he failed to win over the French? They were too French for him anyway.

Today, I explain to le photographer at Versailles, as we admire unobservable shrouded statues, Twain is best known for novels he wrote about children. "Of course," he interjects when I name Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn. I stop short. Le photographer had told me he hadn't read any Twain. And why would he have?

"J'imagine it's one of the most famous cartoons" in France, le photographer says. What? Perhaps le photographer misheard me. "Does it take place in the very distant past?" I ask of the cartoon. "Yes," he says, "near the border of the Mississippi." Back at the hotel, I will look up the series. The Adventures of Tom Sawyer--that is, of Tomu Soya--is a Japanese anime cartoon that was dubbed into French as Les Aventures de Tom Sawyer. Its single season premiered in France in 1982 and was rerun for decades.

Every Frenchman his age, le photographer tells me, knows the theme song. Translated, it begins as follows: "Tom Sawyer, he's America, the symbol of liberty. He was born on the bank of the Mississippi River." Thus did Twain fulfill the secret wish of every derelict, bum, and pervert: Eventually, he found a way to stay in Paris forever.



Travel Notes


This recently restored 19th-century department store is a majestic stop for a bathroom break. Ochre-enameled lava glows from re-created exterior art nouveau panels. A sprawling peacock fresco presides over the sun-drenched top floor. The striking pale-green and "horizon blue" shades that coat the ironwork are historically accurate; they were identified through stratigraphic pigment analysis. La Samaritaine's dramatic grand staircase appears to float through its central passage. On the third floor, sneak behind displays of men's shoes to peer down into the apse of the medieval Saint-Germain-l'Auxerrois church across the street.

9 R. de la Monnaie, 75001 Paris, France



Le photographer's best recommendation, which even those who are not American seem to enjoy, is this indoor ramen restaurant designed to replicate the ambience of an open-air wholesale Tokyo fish market to a degree that might be called psychotic. Speakers pump in sounds of ship horns, seagulls, and distant yelled conversations recorded at the original Tsukiji market. A humongous (fake) severed shark head served as the centerpiece of my table, which, like the bare light bulb hanging above it, was splattered with (fake) blood. It would be worth a visit even if the food were bad--but the ramen is delicious.

12 Rue de Richelieu, 75001 Paris, France



Thank goodness the architects of the serene Richelieu wing of the Louvre understood that the most elegant way to experience the outdoors is from inside. In a space formerly occupied by the finance ministry, a towering glass ceiling shelters statues that once cavorted in open courtyards. As a result, the statues are not just bathed, but nearly drowned in brilliant natural light. Admire them, and admire, too, the tidy half-a-clock sound (tock tock tock tock) your shoes make on the marble flooring.

99 Rue de Rivoli, 75001 Paris, France



For a DIY lunch, take a stroll through this distinctly un-American supermarket. Here there are massive displays of oeufs de poissons and an entire dairy section devoted to creme fraiche. The only thing you absolutely must buy is a carton of Le Beurre Bordier Demi-Sel. Schlep your purchases to the nearby Luxembourg Gardens to enjoy a meal en plein air. Before leaving the store, swing by the display labeled Etats-Unis, and treat yourself to an unnerving encounter that combines familiar faces (Reese's Peanut Butter Cups) with those of ghoulish strangers (what exactly are unfrosted "New Yorkers" cookies?).

38 Rue de Sevres, 75007 Paris, France



If you insist on viewing interiors at Versailles, skip the gilded cattle chute of the palace and concentrate on this luxurious but intimate estate. Trianon's structures, more human in scale, afford a much clearer picture of how Marie Antoinette and the gang lived day-to-day. At the Petit Trianon, you can see up close the (no-offense kind-of-ugly) green-and-blue-patterned dishware the queen ordered for her private dining, and traipse through her rather modest bedroom. Keep an eye out for her golden MA monogram incorporated extravagantly into the wrought-iron-and-bronze staircase that winds through the front of the chateau.

Porte Saint-Antoine, 78000 Versailles, France



If you need to sleep as close to the Louvre as possible, for a small fortune, the Hotel du Louvre, which opened in 1887--today it is a Hyatt property--provides that opportunity. Rooms on the lowest floor feel spacious (by European standards) thanks to soaring ceilings. But the decidedly more snug accommodations on the uppermost floor offer sweeping views of Georges-Eugene Haussmann's elegant cream-colored metropolis--and guest rooms facing east are nearly at eye level with the caryatids holding the weight of the Louvre on their heads.

Pl. Andre Malraux, 75001 Paris, France





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2025/06/writers-way-paris-mark-twain-travel/682778/?utm_source=feed
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Why Skepticism About College Is Hard to Shake

Americans' feelings about the benefits of higher education don't always match the facts.

by Isabel Fattal




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.


College-graduation ceremonies are expressions of joy, but also of relief. As photos are taken, tassels turned, hugs exchanged, the hope is that all of the hard work, and the money, will have been worth it.

But many Americans aren't convinced that it is. Confidence in the institution of higher education has fallen sharply over the past decade, and among political groups, Republicans show the most skepticism. A 2024 Pew Research Center report noted that only one in four Americans says "it's extremely or very important to have a four-year college degree in order to get a well-paying job in today's economy." The fact that finding a job has gotten more difficult for recent graduates hasn't done much to inspire faith in higher education. The Federal Reserve Bank of New York reported in late April that the unemployment rate for recent grads is at 5.8 percent (compared with the overall unemployment rate of 4.2 percent), its highest since July 2021.

Some challenges in finding a job after graduation are more about the economic patterns of the past few years than they are about the deficiencies of college. In 2021, America was going through the "Great Resignation," when many people were quitting jobs to find better pay or better working conditions elsewhere. But after inflation rose dramatically that same year and the U.S. Federal Reserve raised interest rates in 2022, demand cooled for white-collar industry jobs such as those in technology and consulting. Now "the Great Resignation has become what some people call the 'Great Stay,'" my colleague Derek Thompson told me. "We're still adding jobs, but there's not as many openings for the musical chairs of the economy as there used to be."

The years immediately following the pandemic were also a time of major wage growth for traditionally low-wage industries, such as retail and hospitality, which employ a large share of workers with less formal education. But this growth may not last throughout a worker's life: In general, earnings for low-wage jobs that do not require a college degree tend to stagnate over time. "Wages grow faster for more-educated workers because college is a gateway to professional occupations, such as business and engineering, in which workers learn new skills, get promoted, and gain managerial experience," the economist David Deming explained in The Atlantic in 2023.

If we take the recent unemployment stats as a result of specific post-pandemic trends, they shouldn't necessarily spook people into giving up on college. But questions about the benefit of a college degree far precede the pandemic. Research by the Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco estimates that the earnings gap between college graduates and high-school graduates stopped widening around 2010 and has been fairly consistent ever since. The experts I spoke with were clear: The college wage premium is still high--in other words, college graduates make more money on average than nongraduates. In fact, the latest data suggest that the median salary for college graduates aged 22-27 is 50 percent higher than high-school graduates of the same age. But this premium doesn't appear to be  going up.

Part of this story is the fact that employers have found it easier in recent years to hire high-school graduates to do the same entry-level work as college graduates. As the San Francisco Bank researchers note, this may be because we've seen a relative slowdown in the invention of new technologies that favor college graduates who are educated in using them, like desktop computers did in the 1980s. And although it's too soon to tell the effect that generative AI is having on the job market for new grads, this tech seems likely to introduce the opposite dynamic: Instead of putting college graduates at an advantage, it could decrease the number of entry-level jobs that require more formal education.

The college wage premium is still high, which means that it's still beneficial to get a degree. But for whom, exactly? A new working paper from Zachary Bleemer, an assistant professor of economics at Princeton, and Sarah Quincy, an assistant professor of economics at Vanderbilt, found that for the first half of the 20th century, college offered the same added wage value for students from both high- and low-income backgrounds. That changed after the 1960s: Since then, the overall return on college has grown, and the relative value of college for lower-income kids has steadily declined.

Some of this is because lower-income students have become less likely than higher-income students to enroll in traditional four-year colleges, instead opting for community or for-profit colleges. Another reason, Bleemer told me, is that in recent decades, many states have chosen to invest more in their flagship schools than in the local public universities, where a large share of their students are enrolled. As the gaps between these schools have widened, Bleemer said, "the relative value of college for the lower-income kids that predominantly go to these local public institutions has fallen." What a student chooses to major in also matters: Higher-income students have become more likely to earn degrees in computer science and engineering in recent years. As universities have become more selective about which students they admit to these degree programs, "lower-income kids are increasingly left out of those very high-wage disciplines," he said.

Bleemer had the same note of caution as the other experts I spoke with: Although the relative value of college for low-income students has fallen, "it's still way bigger than zero." He pointed me to studies from several states that show the value of college to the long-run outcomes of students who were just at the margins of being permitted to enroll in their state's public higher-education system--particularly those with lower incomes. The research shows that college-going is valuable for those kids--"far more valuable than the tuition costs" they accrue, Bleemer said.

Even though the numbers make the case for college, much of Americans' distrust in higher education has nothing to do with return on investment. Some of their skepticism is rooted in the realities of a difficult job market, but another portion is rooted in broader political views and abstract notions about the perils of academia. These doubts may also have a basis in Americans' lack of faith in institutions, and in one another.

Colleges can't solve those problems by themselves. But schools, and the governments that fund them, do have a role in earning that trust back--in strengthening universities' reputation as places for learning, discovering oneself, and finding abundant opportunity. More state and federal investment in higher education could help. As the Trump administration attempts to strip schools of federal funding, though, it's becoming clear that setting up colleges to better serve students is not a national priority.

Related:

	The college backlash is going too far. (From 2023)
 	Something alarming is happening to the job market. 




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic.

	A high IQ makes you an outsider, not a genius.
 	The David Frum Show: Why are the media so afraid of Trump?
 	No one can offer any hope, George Packer argues.




Today's News

	Donald Trump's 50 percent tariffs on steel and aluminum imports have kicked in.
 	The Congressional Budget Office released an analysis estimating that the tax bill working its way through Congress will increase deficits by $2.4 trillion over the next decade. It also estimated that an additional 10.9 million people will lose health insurance by 2034 because of cuts and new eligibility rules in the bill.
 	President Trump said that Vladimir Putin told him he plans to respond to Ukraine's major drone attack on Russian airfields.




More From The Atlantic

	Archivists aren't ready for the "very online" era.
 	A Ukrainian crime caper that undermines expectations
 	Big Tech's AI endgame is coming into focus.




Evening Read


Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Zzvet / Getty; Ida Setyorini / Getty; Zheng Huansong / Xinhua / Getty



Mount Everest's Xenon-Gas Controversy Will Last Forever

By Alex Hutchinson

It was a travesty--two travesties, actually, separate but inextricably linked. In May 1953, Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay became the first people to reach the summit of Mount Everest, a challenge that had killed more than a dozen people in the preceding decades and that scientists had once declared impossible. The catch: They breathed canisters of pure oxygen, an aid that the Everest pioneer George Mallory--one of those who died on the mountain--had once dismissed as "a damnable heresy."


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Heritage Images / Getty



Look. Spend time with photos of a spectacular eruption at Mount Etna.

Read. These five books will redirect your attention when you need it.

Play our daily crossword.

Isabel Fattal 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 Writer Who Knew the Joys of Sex

Edmund White, who died yesterday at 85, infused his life with as much pleasure as he did his writing.

by Gary Shteyngart


Edmund White in 1988. (Fairfax Media Archives / Getty)



Edmund White had the most beautiful blush. I recall watching him at a celebration of his work while one of his most sexually explicit essays (which is saying a lot) was read aloud--my mind had to perform its own gymnastics just to picture all the right organs in the right receptacles. Ed's blush somehow managed to overlap his cheeks and spread across his chin, his forehead, his ears, and into his greatest receptacle of all: his kindly, contemplative soul.

No one blushed like Ed. And when you saw him blush, you saw a midwestern child still agog at the wide world and the fact that it would accept him. The path between his homeland of Cincinnati and the salons of New York and Europe seemed smoother than it had been, just like the ease and unaffected nature of Ed's prose hid the great artistry behind it. You could find Ed dining with Italian baronessas or at some unspectacular joint in Key West or within the wonderfully messy and book-strewn confines of his own apartment, and there would always be the same blush across his face.

He giggled a lot. This may seem like an unimportant fact when talking about one of America's greatest writers, but Ed's giggle came from the same place as his blush. He giggled as if you were tickling him, like a naughty child perpetually discovering his naughtiness. Maybe that was the secret to Ed. The co-author of The Joy of Gay Sex was never jaded; he never let go of pleasure, even as age and illness conspired to take it away. He recently published one of his best books, The Loves of My Life, which, yes, is another Ed White memoir but is also a brilliant argument for the importance of sex and love, in all their conjoined variations, to the human animal and, by extension, to the artistic work we animals produce. In the age when the messy mechanics of sex have been asked to depart the page for the world of fetishized porn, Ed demanded that literature retain the ecstasy and desperation and glorious ridiculousness of two (or sometimes many more) bodies thumping against each other. He loved sex the way some of his younger contemporaries love recognition or a well-cooked egg at brunch.

Read: The writer who understood the true nature of obsession

And the joy of love and sex and the joys of talking and writing were all intertwined in Ed's mind and work. I appreciate gossip myself, but Ed turned gossip into an art form. To hear him gossip was music. He was breathless, engaged, in love with the tale he was telling. And because of the mastery with which he was able to process the endless social parade in front of him, his gossip was a form of prepublishing. People, myself included, told Ed everything, both because we loved him and ached to see him giggle and because we wanted him to be a naughty interpreter of our lives.

It is customary in an appreciation of this sort to mention when one met the recently departed, but I honestly can't remember. I would guess it was 23 years ago, because as soon as you published your first book, there was Ed in all his blushing, giggling glory. And often next to Ed, holding a single malt, there would be an unsmiling writer of great pretension looking down at you from a great height. I knew immediately which kind of writer I wanted to be.

I remember one drunken night walking through the inner rooms of his apartment as an outrageous party unfolded in the main quarters, taking photos (with an early phone that was barely up to the task) of his bedroom and bathroom, all of it unremarkable and slathered in normalcy, and thinking, This is what a great writer's home should look like. The lessons of his life and work are there on every page of his books, a portable M.F.A. for the taking. Keep your eyes open; record everything; fall in love constantly; radiate kindness whenever you can, even when you have to dig deep through the morass of history, biography, and bigotry to find it. Many of my best writer friends have died in their 50s; Ed lived a full life by every measure, and still his passing is a unique form of loss. No one out there has even a tenth of his blush.
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No One Can Offer Any Hope

Even if most Americans haven't abandoned their private sense of empathy, many don't seem terribly bothered by the rancidness of their leaders.

by George Packer




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


Every month or so I get a desperate message from a 25-year-old Afghan refugee in Pakistan. Another came just last week. I've written about Saman in the past. Because my intent today is to write about her place in the moral universe of Elon Musk and Vice President J. D. Vance, I'll compress her story to its basic details: During the Afghan War, Saman and her husband, Farhad (they requested pseudonyms for their own safety), served in the Afghan special forces alongside American troops. When Kabul fell in 2021, they were left behind and had to go into hiding from the Taliban before fleeing to Pakistan. There the couple and their two small children have languished for three years, burning through their limited cash, avoiding the Pakistani police and Taliban agents, seldom leaving their rented rooms--doomed if they're forced to return to Afghanistan--and all the while waiting for their applications to be processed by the United States' refugee program.

No other country will provide a harbor to these loyal allies of America, who risked everything for the war effort. Our country has a unique obligation to do so. They had reached the last stage of a very long road and were on the verge of receiving U.S. visas when Donald Trump came back into office and made ending the refugee program one of his first orders of business. Now Saman and her family have no prospect of escaping the trap they're in.

"The stress and anxiety have become overwhelming," Saman wrote to me last week. "Every day I worry about the future of my children--what will become of them? Recently, I've developed a new health issue as well. At times, my fingers suddenly become tight and stiff--almost paralyzed--and I can't move them at all. My husband massages them with great effort until they gradually return to normal. This is a frightening and painful experience ... Please, in this difficult time, I humbly ask for your help and guidance. What can I do to find a way out of these hardships?"

I've brought the plight of Saman and her family to members of Congress, American activist groups, foreign diplomats, and readers of this magazine. No one can offer any hope. The family's fate is in the hands of Trump and his administration.

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

And, after all, their story is just one small part of the suffering caused by this regime. A full accounting would be impossible to compile, but it already includes an estimated several hundred thousand people dead or dying of AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria because of the elimination of the U.S. Agency for International Development, as well as the starvation of refugee children in Sudan, migrants deported to a Salvadoran Gulag, and victims of domestic violence who have lost their shelter in Maine. In the wide world of the regime's staggering and gratuitous cruelty, the pain in Saman's fingers might seem too trivial to mention.

But hers is the suffering that keeps arriving in my phone, the ongoing story that seems to be my unavoidable job to hear and tell. And sometimes one small drama can illuminate a large evil. Since reading Saman's latest text, I can't stop thinking about the people who are doing this to her and her family--especially about Musk and Vance. As for Trump, I find it difficult to hold him morally responsible for anything. He's a creature of appetite and instinct who hunts and feeds in a dark sub-ethical realm. You don't hold a shark morally responsible for mauling a swimmer. You just try to keep the shark at bay--which the American people failed to do. Musk and Vance function at a higher evolutionary level than Trump. They have ideas to justify the human suffering they cause. They even have moral ideas.

Musk's moral idea goes by the name longtermism, which he has called "a close match to my philosophy." This reductio ad absurdum of utilitarianism seeks to do the greatest good for the greatest number of human beings who will ever live. By this reasoning, the fate of the hundreds of billions of as-yet-unborn people who will inhabit the planet before the sun burns it up several billion years from now is more urgent than whether a few million people die of preventable diseases this year. If killing the American aid programs that helped keep those people alive allows the U.S. government to become lean and efficient enough to fund Musk's grand project of interplanetary travel, thereby enabling human beings to live on Mars when Earth becomes uninhabitable in some distant era, then the good of humanity requires feeding those aid programs, including ones that support refugee resettlement, into the woodchipper.

Refugees--except for white South Africans--aren't important enough to matter to longtermism. Its view of humanity is far too large to notice Saman, Farhad, and their children, or to understand why America might have a moral obligation to give this family a safe home. Longtermism is a philosophy with a special appeal for smart and extremely rich sociopaths. It can justify almost any amount of hubris, spending, and suffering. Sam Bankman-Fried, the cryptocurrency mogul who is serving a 25-year sentence for fraud, conspiracy, and money laundering, was a longtermist.

It isn't clear that Musk, during his manic and possibly drug-addled months of power in the Trump administration, applied moral reasoning when hacking at the federal government. His erratic behavior and that of his troops in the Department of Government Efficiency seemed driven more by destructive euphoria than by philosophy. But in February, on Joe Rogan's show, Musk used the loftiest terms to explain why the cries of pain caused by his cuts should be ignored: "We've got civilizational suicidal empathy going on. And it's like, I believe in empathy. Like, I think you should care about other people, but you need to have empathy for civilization as a whole and not commit to a civilizational suicide. The fundamental weakness of Western civilization is empathy."

Here is another category of the long view, with an entire civilization in place of the planet's future inhabitants. Musk's sphere of empathy is galactic. In its cold immensity, the ordinary human impulse to want to relieve the pain of a living person with a name and a face disappears.

Vance once called himself "a proud member of both tribes" of the MAGA coalition--techno-futurists like Musk and right-wing populists like Steve Bannon. But when Vance invokes a moral code, it's the opposite of Musk's. The scope of its commitment is as narrow and specific as an Appalachian graveyard--the cemetery in eastern Kentucky where five generations of Vances are buried and where, he told the Republican National Convention last summer, he hopes that he, his wife, and their children will eventually lie. Such a place is "the source of America's greatness," Vance said, because "people will not fight for abstractions, but they will fight for their home." Politically, this is called blood-and-soil nationalism. Religiously, Vance traces his moral code to the Catholic doctrine of ordo amoris, the proper order of love: first your family, he told Sean Hannity of Fox News, then your neighbor, your community, your nation, and finally--a distant last--the rest of humanity.

But Vance's theology is as bad as his political theory. Generations of Americans fought and died for the idea of freedom in the Revolutionary War, the Civil War, World War II, and other conflicts. And Christian doctrine does not say to keep out refugees because they're not your kin. Jesus said the opposite: To refuse the stranger was to refuse him. Vance likes to cite Augustine and Aquinas, but the latter was clear about what ordo amoris does not mean: "In certain cases, one ought, for instance, to succor a stranger, in extreme necessity, rather than one's own father, if he is not in such urgent need."

From the March 2022 issue: The betrayal

It's a monstrous perversion of both patriotism and faith to justify hurting a young family who, after all they've suffered, still show courage and loyalty to Vance's country.

Starting from opposite moral positions, Musk and Vance are equally indifferent to the ordeal of Saman and her family. When empathy is stretched to the cosmic vanishing point or else compressed to the width of a grave, it ceases to be empathy. Perhaps these two elites even take pleasure in the squeals of bleeding-heart humanitarians on behalf of refugees, starving children, international students, poor Americans in ill health, and other unfortunates. And that may be a core value of these philosophies: They require so much inventing of perverse principles to reach a cruel end that the pain of others begins to seem like the first priority rather than the inadvertent result.

Think of the range of people who have been drawn to MAGA. It's hard to see what political ideology Elon Musk, J. D. Vance, Glenn Greenwald, Glenn Loury, Nick Fuentes, Bari Weiss, Lil Wayne, Joe Rogan, Bill Ackman, Ayaan Hirsi Ali, and Kanye West have in common. The magnetic pull is essentially negative. They all fear and loathe something more than Trump--whether it's wokeness, Palestinians, Jews, Harvard, trans people, The New York Times, or the Democratic Party--and manage to overlook everything else, including the fate of American democracy, and Saman and her family. But overlooking everything else is nihilism.

Even if most Americans haven't abandoned their private sense of empathy, many don't seem terribly bothered by the rancidness of their leaders. I confess that this indifference astonishes me. It might be the ugliest effect of Trump's return--the rapid normalization of spectacular corruption, the desensitization to lawless power, the acceptance of moral collapse. Eventually it will coarsen us all.
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Archivists Aren't Ready for the 'Very Online' Era

The challenge: how to catalog and derive meaning from so much digital clutter

by Michael Waters




In February 1987, members of a queer-student group at Queens College, in New York, started jotting down their private thoughts in a communal composition book. As in a diary, each entry was signed and dated. Members wrote about parties they'd attended, speakers they wanted to invite to campus, questions they had about their sexuality. The book, now housed in an archive at the college, was also a place to vent and snipe. In November 1991, a student wrote in all caps, "I HATE QUEENS COLLEGE. I HATE HATRED. I HATE MY HAIR." Below that, a member responded, "I hate your hair too."

It's hard to imagine a future historian getting such an up-close glimpse into the thoughts and anxieties of the club's contemporary members. Around 2019, the group abandoned the composition books and migrated to the messaging app Discord. For students, the switch was likely a natural way to update the tradition of shared journaling. But for archivists interested in preserving the college's queer history, it caused a small panic. How would they ever sort through the sprawling chat? Whereas the journal entries required concision because page space was limited, people might be "typing a mile a minute" on Discord, Caitlin Colban-Waldron, a Queens College archivist, told me. "We were like, 'How do we take screenshots? Is there a way to export all of their conversations in a text file?'"

Archivists across the country are confronting similar challenges. It was long the case that archives were full of physical ephemera. Think of Oscar Wilde's love letters to Lord Alfred Douglas; James Joyce's incessant lust for his future wife, Nora Barnacle (his "little fuckbird"); Sylvia Plath's shopping list; Malcolm X's lost poem; and other scraps of paper buried in boxes. Today, text messages and disappearing voice notes have replaced letters between close friends, Instagram Stories vanish by default, and encrypted platforms such as Signal, where social movements flourish, let users automatically erase messages. Many people write to-do lists in notes apps and then delete them, line by line, when each task is complete.

The problem for historians is twofold: On the one hand, celebrities, artists, executives, and social-movement leaders are generating more personal records than ever, meaning a lucky researcher might have access to a public figure's entire hard drive but struggle to interpret its contents. On the other hand, historians might lose access to the kind of intimate material that reveals the most--a possibility that has led some prognosticators to predict a coming "digital dark age."

In some ways, archival research has always demanded sorting through verbal and visual detritus and working around unexpected gaps in records. But in the internet era, this laborious process threatens to become untenable. Our online lives will reshape not only the practice of studying history but also how future generations will tell the story of the past.



The work of history starts with a negotiation. A public figure or their descendant--or, say, an activist group or a college club--works with an institution, such as a university library, to decide which of the figure's papers, correspondence, photos, and other materials to donate. Archivists then organize these records for researchers, who, over subsequent years, physically flip through them. These tidbits are deeply valuable. They reveal crucial details about our most famous figures and important historical events. They're the gas feeding the engine of our history books.

Over the past two decades, the volume of these donations has increased dramatically. When Donald Mennerich, a digital archivist at NYU, first started working in the field, 15 years ago, writers or activists or public figures would hand over boxes of letters, notes, photos, meeting minutes, and maybe a floppy disk or a "small computer that had a gigabyte hard drive," he told me. Now, Mennerich said, "everyone has a terabyte of data on their laptop and a 4-terabyte hard drive"--about 4,000 times as much content--plus an email inbox with 10,000 messages or more.

Read: The way we write history has changed

Processing this digital bulk is a headache. At the British Library, when a laptop arrives, Callum McKean, the library's lead digital curator, makes a master copy of the hard drive. Then archivists create a curated version that filters out sensitive information, just as they do for paper records. Various software promises to ease the work, for example by scanning an email inbox for potentially sensitive messages--bank-account details, doctor's notes, unintended sexual disclosures--but the technology isn't foolproof. Once, Mennerich was surprised to find that the tool had not redacted the phone number of a celebrity. So archivists must still review files by hand, which has "created a huge bottleneck," McKean told me.

Now many libraries possess emails that they don't have the bandwidth to make accessible to researchers. The writer Ian McEwan's emails, although technically part of his collection at the Harry Ransom Center, in Texas, have not been processed, because of "challenges in capacity," a spokesperson told me. The archive of the poet Wendy Cope reportedly contains a trove of emails, but they are also not yet ready for the public and still need to undergo sensitivity review, McKean said. Recently, I visited NYU to examine the activist, artist, and onetime Andy Warhol acolyte Jeremy Ayers's files, which include a collection of his emails and an archive of his Facebook account. The public description of the Ayers collection hinted at a labyrinth of insights into the late stage of his career, when he photographed scenes from Occupy Wall Street--the kind of deep look into an artist's process and social calendar that would have been unthinkable a few decades ago. But my requests to view both his emails and his Facebook account were denied; an archivist had not yet reviewed the records for sensitivity. For now, until Ayers's digital files are fully processed, which could take a while, the archive promises more access than it can deliver.

Even when an email archive is made public, as Salman Rushdie's is at Emory University and Chris Kraus's is at NYU, it's easy to get lost in the chaos. Jacquelyn Ardam, a writer and a literary scholar, was one of the first people to visit Susan Sontag's archive, which she told me was filled with digital clutter: Sephora marketing emails, files with unlabeled collections of words (rubbery, ineluctable), and lots and lots of lists--of movies she'd liked, drinks she'd enjoyed. "There was so much material," Ardam told me, "that it was hard to make sense out of, okay, which one of these lists matters?"

Among that mess of information, however, Ardam found emails confirming Sontag's relationship with the photographer Annie Leibovitz, which Sontag had denied. All Ardam had to do to locate them was "search her computer for the word Annie," she said. She didn't publish all of her findings about Sontag's romantic life, in part because they were so intimate.

Ardam was confronting a different, somewhat sensitive question about navigating a person's digital history. When Sontag donated her laptop to the archive, did she realize how much she was giving away? In the past, even a writer of Sontag's stature would typically have a small-enough correspondence collection that they could plausibly review the letters they were planning to donate to an archive--and perhaps wouldn't have included missives from a secret lover. But the scope of our digital lives can make it much harder to account for everything (imagine giving up your whole social-media history to a researcher) and much easier for a historian to locate the tantalizing parts with a single search.

Read: Gen Z never learned to read cursive

Of course, that's if historians are lucky enough to access records at all. Many people delete their old texts to save storage space; with each swipe, years of correspondence might disappear. And even if they are saved, digital records are sometimes impossible to retrieve. Colban-Waldron, the Queens College archivist, told me about a visual artist who'd donated a word processor that simply doesn't turn on. Mennerich said he's been locked out of the email accounts of several deceased public figures because they never shared their passwords.

Problems multiply when you run into information stored on third-party platforms. If you don't pay for Slack, for example, your messages will automatically delete after 90 days. Google Docs don't self-delete, but you can view version histories and resolved comments only on the platform itself, which poses a risk if Google Docs ever shuts down or stops supporting older documents. Whereas Toni Morrison's extensive notes on Angela Davis's autobiography have been preserved on paper for years, newer back-and-forths between editors and writers might disappear into the digital void.

Archivists might be able to sidestep some of these problems by rethinking how they present collections of digital records. Today, after archivists do their initial review of a collection, visitors can typically get a complete box of someone's letters with no questions asked. With emails, conducting that whole initial review up front would be so much more time intensive that blanket access might no longer be realistic. McKean suggested that someone's complete email archive could be reduced down to metadata specifying whom they wrote to and when, and uploaded online. Researchers could then request specific conversations, and the archive could conduct a sensitivity review of those specific emails before releasing them, rather than tackling whole computers at once. Such a system might strip the archive of its potential for serendipitous findings. And it might disperse the complex ethical task of deciding what should (and should not) be released to multiple different archivists, who might have their own biases. But compromises like these might be unavoidable in an era of such inscrutable excess.

A laptop donation might actually be the easy scenario. The archivists I spoke with told me they're all bracing themselves for the moment when, inevitably, a public figure donates their smartphone. It is in some ways the most personal kind of donation someone can make, offering access to text and WhatsApp histories, photos, Tinder messages, saved recipes, TikTok likes. Such a donation seems both likely to reveal more than a person's emails ever could and even harder to sort through and interpret. Archivists might want to stock up on the Excedrin now. As for historians, they might be in for more revealing discoveries--if only they can separate the signal from the noise.



*Illustration sources: Flavio Coelho / Getty; gremlin / Getty.
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A Ukrainian Crime Caper That Undermines Expectations

Andrey Kurkov's crime thrillers provide timely lessons for anyone living under an oppressive regime.

by Uilleam Blacker




A relatively young Ukrainian state, having freed itself from Moscow's grasp, is trying to find its place as an independent nation in a changing world order. Moscow, however, decides to reclaim what it lost and sends an army to take Kyiv. An outnumbered Ukrainian force intercepts the Russian soldiers just north of the city. Ukraine's fate hangs in the balance.

This is a description not of February 2022 but of January 1918, when the Bolsheviks advanced on Kyiv to crush the Ukrainian People's Republic. The country was only months old, and fell quickly. In the ensuing two years, Kyiv changed hands multiple times among competing Tsarist, Ukrainian, Bolshevik, and German armies, but in the end, Moscow prevailed.

It is during these turbulent years that the Ukrainian author Andrey Kurkov has set his Kyiv mysteries, an ongoing series of crime novels that follows the policeman Samson Kolechko as he negotiates bandits, speculators, and roaming soldiers of various stripes in his quest to keep order amid the chaos caused by war. Kurkov's mysteries contain enough of the typical tropes of crime fiction to keep fans of the genre satisfied. There is the melancholic police officer with a traumatic origin story (Samson's father was murdered by Cossacks during the revolution); there is the long-suffering love interest (level-headed Nadezhda is the perfect foil to anxious Samson); there are eccentric villains (an ailing Belgian thief steals silver in order to make himself a new skeleton); there are chases, shootouts, and puzzles aplenty.

Kurkov's crime capers are deceptive, however. They lure you into seemingly safe generic territory only to subtly undermine your expectations. In the first novel, The Silver Bone, Samson doesn't even join the police force until about a third of the way in, leaving the reader suspended in the tense atmosphere of occupied Kyiv waiting for the story to begin. In the series' second book, The Stolen Heart, which has recently been published in Boris Dralyuk's English translation, the central crime--the illegal sale of pig meat--seems trivial, except that the Bolshevik secret police, or cheka, consider such "sabotage" punishable by death. These novels are more than detective thrillers: They are studies in the surprising ambivalence that people living under occupation may feel, even when those in power go to extraordinary lengths to cement their rule through violence, manipulation, and terror. And they are important today not just for their insight into the past but also as a guide for surviving the present.

Read: Zombie history stalks Ukraine

Samson despises the lawlessness that accompanies the breakdown of states, and he yearns for the restoration of order; less important to him is the ideology of the party in power. In a job interview with his soon-to-be commanding officer, he is asked whom he supports: the Tsarists, the Ukrainian nationalists, the German-backed government, or the "workers' regime"? He answers, "I sympathize with you." He knows this vague answer can be interpreted as ideologically acceptable.

But the inhabitants of a police state can drift in ambivalence for only so long before they are compelled to make a moral choice. Samson realizes that arresting speculators and burglars on behalf of the Bolsheviks will not bring back the stability of his middle-class, prerevolutionary youth. Indeed, he isn't immune to the police's aggression simply because he works for them: His furniture, including his late father's beautiful writing desk, is confiscated, and two Red Army soldiers are billeted in his apartment.

There are echoes here of Kurkov's Kyivan literary predecessor, Mikhail Bulgakov, who died in 1940. Bulgakov's novel The White Guard, published in 1925 and set at the same time, is an elegy for Tsarist Kyiv that detests both Ukrainian national aspirations and Bolshevik rule. (Curiously, its theatrical adaptation was a favorite of Stalin's, a fact that kept its author employed through the terror of the 1930s.) The White Guard hinges on the contrast between the cozy bourgeois home of the Turbin family, based on Bulgakov's family home on Kyiv's most picturesque street, and the barbarism unfolding outside. In The Stolen Heart, Samson sees Red Army soldiers violently dispossessing a middle-class family on that same street. At moments like this, Samson begins to doubt his decision to serve the occupation regime: Yes, order is being established, but at what cost? And is order based on legalized violence and theft really order?

Bulgakov would have had little time for a Bolshevik lackey like Samson. His protagonists are uncompromisingly loyal to class and empire, and, in this sense, less interesting than Kurkov's more hesitant characters. As a writer born in Russia who built his career in Ukraine, Kurkov understands what it means to be caught between fiercely competing political and cultural projects (as, indeed, do several million Ukrainians living in areas now occupied by Russia). Many of Kurkov's other books examine how the instinct not to take sides often conflicts with the moral imperative to do so. The protagonist of his 1996 breakthrough novel, Death and the Penguin, for instance, naively thinks he can work for the Mafia while remaining an innocent civilian. The more recent Grey Bees, which is set in the aftermath of Russia's original assault on eastern Ukraine in 2014, revolves around the inhabitants of the no-man's-land between the Ukrainian and Russian armies and their attempts to remain neutral. In the end, keeping your head down is usually unsustainable, and Kurkov's protagonists tend, eventually, to locate their moral backbones.

In this regard, another early-20th-century influence besides Bulgakov lurks in The Stolen Heart: Mykola Khvylovy. The Ukrainian modernist died by suicide in 1933 in protest of Stalin's arrests of Ukrainian writers. His books were banned for decades, and, unlike Bulgakov's, they rarely reached the outside world in translation. His most famous story, "I (a Romance)," is about a cheka officer who discovers his mother among a group of counterrevolutionaries and is forced by his superiors to execute her. Khvylovy never did such a thing, but he did fight for the Bolsheviks during the Ukrainian wars of independence that followed the 1917 revolution, and in the end he despaired at what the Russians did to his country and his culture. The story ends with the bewildered officer trudging across the war-torn steppe into the uncertain future, haunted by the moral vacuum within.

Near the end of The Stolen Heart, Samson is ordered by a cheka officer to sign an execution warrant for the pork speculator, whom he has finally apprehended. When he refuses to do so, the officer takes Samson's hand, dips his thumb in red ink, and guides it toward the order, leaving a fingerprint in place of a signature: "The firm red thumbprint looked strange in this rectangle, like that of a criminal," Samson reflects. That night, he awakens, weeping, from a dream in which he sits beside the coffin of a man with a seeping bullet wound. Looking at his hands, he notices that "his fingers were smeared with red ink, as if with blood. He knew it wasn't blood. The ink had a chemical scent. The red lines of the verdict issued earlier that day kept rising up in his memory, and a whisper from the darkness kept on repeating, repeating, 'Samson, repent.'" The price of being part of the occupation bureaucracy has become clear.

Read: What Ukrainian literature has always understood about Russia

In his translator's note for The Silver Bone, Dralyuk (who handles Kurkov's wry tone and the novels' historical fabric with characteristic dexterity) writes of contemporary Ukrainians that "the Samsons of today have a far clearer sense of who they are and where they stand." This is perhaps why Kyiv did not fall in 2022 as it did in 1918: Ukrainians understood that the "order" imposed by an occupation would come at the price of their freedom. They chose freedom, even if it brought instability, even at the cost of their safety and, for some, their life. That lesson is relevant far beyond Ukraine, wherever ordinary people face the threat of becoming cogs in the machinery of malevolent administrations.
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The Media Is Splitting in Two

Those who fear Trump and those who do not &nbsp;

by David Frum




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

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with a warning about how Donald Trump's second term has brought a more systematic and punishing assault on American media, through regulatory pressure, retaliatory lawsuits, and corporate intimidation.

Then David is joined by the legendary newspaper editor Marty Baron to discuss how today's media institutions are struggling to stand up to power. Baron reflects on his tenure at The Washington Post, the new pressures facing owners such as Jeff Bezos, and how Trump has turned retribution into official policy. They also examine how internal newsroom culture, social media, and a loss of connection to working-class America have weakened public trust in journalism.

David closes the episode by reflecting on the recent media overhyping of President Joe Biden's age issues.

The following is a transcript of the episode:


David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 9 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. Today, I'll be joined by Marty Baron, formerly executive editor of The Washington Post during the first Trump term and during the transition of ownership at The Washington Post from the Graham family that had led it through so many years to new ownership under Jeff Bezos.

Marty Baron is one of the most important media leaders of our time and has spoken forcefully, both in person and in his memoir, Collision of Power, about the threats to free press and the responsibilities of that press. I'll finish the episode with some thoughts about the way the media have covered the old age and infirmity of former President Joe Biden. But let me begin by addressing this larger topic of press freedom and press responsibility in the second Trump term.

President Trump began his campaign and has spent much of his first term attacking the media, coining phrases, calling the free media enemies of the people, enemies of the state, and huffing and puffing and complaining, and generally persecuting and often inciting dangerous threats against individual members of the press.

If you covered the Trump presidency in that first term, especially if you were a woman, you suddenly found yourself being attacked, both digitally and often in person, in ways unlike anything ever seen before: death threats, harassment, abuse, anti-Semitic and misogynistic, racist--the worst kind of garbage. I even got a little splash of myself. I had an FBI man come to the house to warn my wife that there had been some threats against me. The Atlantic is kind of high-toned, and I think a lot of the people who make the worst threats don't read The Atlantic, and so we get spared to some degree, but it was nasty. But it was also mostly ineffective.

The press worked during the first Trump term. Institutions like The Atlantic, like The New York Times, like The Washington Post, like CNN kept bringing to light important stories about what the Trump presidency was doing, about corruption, about ties to Russia, about many things that people needed to know. And while their lives were much more difficult than they had been in the past, and while the pressures on them were real, it did not, in the end, detract from getting the job done, for the most part, in the first Trump term.

In the second Trump term, things have been different. President Trump has been much more systematic, much more deliberate, much more sustained, and much more effective in putting pressure on America's free media. He does it by squeezing the corporate parents of media institutions, making it clear that mergers of the upstream parent will not be allowed or will be harassed or even illegally prevented in some way, unless those institutions change the way that their reporting arms behave themselves.

And we have seen media people end up paying what look very much like inducements, material inducements, to Trump. Amazon, which is owned by Jeff Bezos, who also owns The Washington Post, paid millions of dollars for the rights to make a Melania documentary, money it has to know it will never see back for a documentary that will probably never be produced. ABC paid millions of dollars directly to President Trump's so-called library, but really to himself, because of pressure put upon the Disney Corporation, ABC's corporate parent. CBS offered a settlement to Trump for an even more vexatious and absurd lawsuit: Trump complained that he didn't like the way they edited an interview with Kamala Harris--which, So what? You don't like our editing? You have no claim on that. That gives you no right of due action. I mean, send us a letter if you don't like the editing. And other people don't like the editing of the interview we did with you; that's not lawsuit material.

The Atlantic, too, after our Signal story, a that reported that our editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, had been added to what should have been a more sensitive discussion of a military operation in Yemen: In addition to the usual concerns for accuracy that, of course, we had, we knew that there was a chance that the federal government under President Trump would pursue some sort of baseless, legal retaliatory action against us, and we had to fear that in a way that probably in another time we would not have had to fear.

So there are real things to worry about, and they're not just specific to Trump. We've seen other people in American politics do the same. When Ron DeSantis was governor of Florida--or he is the governor of Florida. When he was running for president, he made one of his signature issues threatening the Disney Corporation for exercising its free-speech rights to comment on some of his social legislation by stripping them of various business privileges that they had long had and punishing the corporate parent for exercises of corporate free speech, because Disney was unhappy that the DeSantis administration was penalizing what they saw as the free-expression rights of gay and lesbian people in the state of Florida. So DeSantis took the Trump path. In the end, it didn't do him any good, but Disney still took the blow.

We have seen this kind of acceleration of new kinds of threats, and they're working because media institutions of the traditional kind are more vulnerable than they ever used to be before. Look--the companies that were powerful in 1972 are a lot less powerful in 2025, but they remain the main sources of dispassionate, fact-checked, accurate information about the events of the day. New media does not see that as its mission, but the old media do. But because they've been losing audience share, because they're less wealthy than they used to be, they're subject to various kinds of pressure, and those pressures are being imposed on them with real-world consequences for all of us.

Meanwhile, the whole mental landscape is being altered by the rise of different kinds of media institutions. TikTok has to be regarded as the most important media company in America today, alongside Facebook and other social-media platforms. These are shaping the minds and mentalities of Americans, especially Americans under 40, especially those Americans who are not closely involved with the political process, and so whose votes are maybe more up for grabs and are therefore some of the most valuable voters to politicians. We have a new kind of landscape, and it's one that we all have to navigate with great care and one in which our responsibilities as citizens are as much at stake as our rights as citizens.

The information landscape is being reshaped, and Trump is abusing the powers of state in this new landscape to hasten the reshaping in ways favorable to him. Congress passed a law putting TikTok out of business. The Supreme Court approved that law. Trump has postponed enforcing the law long past all the deadlines that were supposed to be there, because he likes the way TikTok covers him. Remember, one of the rules of authoritarianism is: The protection for the culpable is as much a resource for the authoritarian as harassment of the innocent.

The goal and end state of all of these evolutions, of these pressures, of these changes in the media landscape is to create a world--or create an America--in which nobody will know anything that can be relied upon and shared with neighbors. Instead of knowledge informing our politics, our politics will inform our knowledge.

Now, there's no ready answer to this, but each of us as an individual has a power to do something about it, to be a better consumer of news, to be a wiser user, to read more carefully, to question more of what we see, to fortify our immunities against the coming wage of AI-fed distortion that is surely on its way.

It's going to be a different kind of country, different kind of way of processing information. But the task of democracy and the challenge of democracy remains eternal, even as the challenges and threats change. And we're all going to have to step up and be the best kind of citizens, the best-informed citizens that we know how to be, even as it becomes more difficult in the face of authoritarian pressure and new technology.

And now my dialogue with Marty Baron, formerly editor of The Washington Post. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: Marty Baron is a newspaper editor whose real-life story inspired an Academy Award-winning movie. After reporting for the Los Angeles Times and The New York Times, he was appointed executive editor of the Miami Herald. From Miami, he moved to Boston, where he led the Boston Globe's coverage of sex-abuse cover-ups in the Catholic Church. That coverage won a Pulitzer Prize in 2003 and inspired the 2015 movie Spotlight.

In 2013, Marty Baron moved to The Washington Post. He led the paper through its purchase by Jeff Bezos and through the first Trump term, winning more accolades and prizes for himself and his reporters along the way.

He retired in 2021 and published his memoir, Collision of Power, in 2023. Marty, thank you so much for joining the program today.

Martin Baron: Thanks for inviting me, David.

Frum: All right, so we've got some things to cover, and we've talked about what those might be, but let me start off with a straightforward question: If you were editing The Washington Post today, do you think you'd keep your job?

Baron: (Laughs.) I think I would, actually, because I think I did a good job while I was there, and I think that was appreciated and I was supported by the owner and the publisher at the time. Obviously, some things have changed. But I think it would be very risky for them to fire me.

And the news department continues to maintain its independence from the owner. The owner has not interfered in the news coverage, as far as I know. And I think all of us would know, because there would be an explosive reaction within the newsroom if he had interfered. So yes, I think I would keep my job.

Frum: It's a major theme of your memoir, Collision of Power, that first-term Trump tried to pressure The Washington Post's new owner, Jeff Bezos, into submission, and that Bezos consistently and courageously resisted. Bezos paid a price for this. Amazon lost a $10 billion contract with the federal government because of Trump's unhappiness with The Washington Post coverage.

Amazon and the Post don't have a relationship, but Bezos is the owner of both. They're the largest shareholder in Amazon and [he's] the sole owner of the Post. Second-term Trump seems much more deliberate, methodical, purposeful, and effective in his pressures on the Post and other media institutions. And this time, he also seems more successful, and not just with the Post but with many others. I described in my opening monologue some of the other cases--CBS, ABC. What are media owners so afraid of?

Baron: Well, I think what they're afraid of is they're afraid of being made a target by Trump, that he's going to do severe damage to their other commercial interests. I think in the case of Bezos, he's afraid of the impact that Trump can have on Amazon, which has enormous contracts--particularly in the area of cloud-computing services--with the federal government.

And he has a private, commercial space venture called Blue Origin, which had fallen well behind SpaceX, the Elon Musk company, but was at the point of launching a rocket into orbit and then being able to start to compete, really, with SpaceX. It has now launched that rocket successfully into orbit. But it's highly dependent on contracts with the federal government, and I think that's true of the other companies as well, the parent companies of CBS and ABC. So in the case of ABC, Disney depends on the federal government for approval of mergers and things like that, and does not want to be in conflict with the president of the United States. And of course, Paramount, which owns CBS, wants to execute a merger with Skydance, and that requires approval by the FCC.

Frum: You know, you've had a long and storied career through many, many different institutions, and I'm sure along the way, you have observed close-up and directly how angry mayors, governors, and presidents and members of Congress can get at media coverage. And there's always a lot of huffing and puffing and bluster and anger. What is happening since the election in 2024 seems qualitatively different from anything that I've observed. Is that your observation?

Baron: Well, absolutely. Look--I mean, Trump, during his campaign, promised to seek retribution on his perceived political enemies. That's what he's doing right now. You can see that, of course, in his attacks on law firms that have represented individuals and institutions that were opposed to him, seeking to bar them from access to federal-government buildings, seeking to deny them any contracts with the federal government--basically, punish them in every conceivable way--and really, he's seeking to destroy those law firms. The same applies to universities, first with Columbia University and then now with Harvard, of course. You can see that he's applying all of the not just threats, but actually, use of force and denying billions of dollars in grants to Harvard in an effort to force them to submit to his wishes.

So that's what's happening. It's qualitatively different from what we've seen before. And of course, the federal government has enormous power. And Trump is exercising that power--actually, not just exercising it; he's abusing it.

Frum: Why is it so much more effective now? One of the semi-remembered details of the Watergate scandal was that President Richard Nixon tried to put pressure on The Washington Post at that time because the Post was then seeking permission, or the Graham family was seeking permission, to acquire some radio stations, which required FCC approval. And there's a famous crude quote about it, We're going to put Katie Graham's tits through the wringer. And what that was referring to was that her family wanted to buy these radio stations--or maybe sell them; I can't remember which. But either way, they needed an FCC permission, and Nixon said, Aha! I have the brain wave. We'll use that as a pressure on the Post. And it spectacularly backfired. It didn't work for Nixon at all.

Now, a half century later, similar kinds of threats do seem to be working, at least for now. What's the difference? Why was the press so much more robust in the 1970s than the prestige press seems to be in the 2020s?

Baron: Well, I don't know if it was more robust. Certainly, in the case of The Washington Post, they resisted. And I wish that Jeff Bezos would do the same. As I said, I think the news department continues to operate independently, and it's doing a great job, an admirable job of investigating what's happening in this administration. And yet he has sought to repair his relationship with Trump by doing all sorts of things, the first one being killing an endorsement of Kamala Harris and then, of course, donating to the inauguration, appearing at the inauguration, Amazon agreeing to a contract to buy the rights to a Melania Trump documentary about her own life for an extraordinary sum of money, and then Amazon agreeing to buy the rights to The Apprentice.

I think what's different now is, well, you don't have a Congress that's doing its job. I mean, at the time of Watergate, you actually had some confidence that the other pillars of government would stand up, would hold up. And in the case of Watergate, you had a Congress that conducted an investigation that obtained internal tapes, and that made all the difference in the world. And now you have a president who has control of both houses of Congress, and you have a Congress, a Republican Party, that is a completely servile.

Frum: Mm-hmm. Is there something different about the media institutions themselves? Have they changed in some way, as compared to what they were half a century ago?

Baron: Good question. Look--in the past, I think sometimes we romanticized what the media was like. Keep in mind: We used to have incredibly wealthy owners of media, people like Hearst, who often collaborated with government and abused their power.

I mean, the Chandler family, you know, remade Los Angeles, brought water from the Owens Valley in the north down to L.A. to essentially enrich themselves. So I think we romanticize what media ownership was in the past. I think that now, you know, a lot of media--big, institutional media--is owned by, first of all, very wealthy people who have other very substantial commercial interests.

And you have, also, these parent companies, which have other substantial commercial interests. And they're highly dependent on the federal government, and the federal government has probably more power today than it had back in the previous years, previous decades.

Frum: One reason it seems to me that media institutions are weaker in the 2020s was because they went through a self-imposed spasm of self-cannibalization in the late 2010s, culminating in the events of 2020. The most famous example of this is the forced resignation of James Bennett from The New York Times op-ed page for the sin of running an op-ed that some of the staffers thought was too interesting. They claimed that the op-ed would lead to violence, which was, on its face and certainly by the result, a false claim.

But Bennett was forced out, and other institutions saw these kind of little staff mutinies. You experienced many at The Washington Post, and the hypothesis is: Was there some kind of weakening of the sinew, some kind of weakening of the courage, some kind of weakening of the solidarity between staff and leadership at the institution that happened between 2015, culminating in 2020? And is that in any way responsible for the weakness of institutions today?

Baron: Well, I don't disagree with you that there has been a certain ideological rigidity within newsrooms and unwillingness to recognize nuance, a tendency on the part of, particularly, the younger generation, I think, to divide the world into victims and victimizers, oppressors and the oppressed, and basically see the world without a nuance, see it through sort of a binary separation. I think that what that has done--I don't know that it has weakened. Certainly, there have been rebellions within newsrooms. I did experience that due to my efforts to try to enforce social-media guidelines, for example, and then, also, in reaction to the George Floyd killing, the demand for greater diversity in the newsroom and in leadership.

But I think that the unwillingness to sort of recognize nuances has hurt our credibility with the general public. That's where I think it's done real damage, is that it has contributed to the decline in confidence in major news institutions. And that's a perilous place to be.

Frum: You know, diversity is a complex concept with many different meanings, and I think what it can sometimes mean and has sometimes meant for many institutions is that while the staff become more diverse in a series of biographical attributes, they become more monolithic in the way they think and more different from the people to whom they want to deliver their product.

So if you've got a newsroom that is all full of--from every background, every climb, but--all graduates of certain four-year institutions with certain common outlooks, and the readership doesn't meet those qualifications. I mean, they may, you know, have different biographies, but they have similar outlooks, and it's one that puts them increasingly at odds with who their consumers are, in a way that just wasn't the case when you went to a newspaper from high school, not from college.

Baron: I think that's true. I think that we do not have a certain level of diversity that we should have. It's people from a lot of different backgrounds, people who didn't go to all the same sorts of schools.

I certainly didn't, by the way. I did not go to an Ivy League school, and I grew up in Florida and not in the Washington area. And I just ended up there because I was approached about taking on the editorship of The Washington Post, which was a surprise to me. So I've always seen Washington as a bit of a bubble, and I think it is.

Look--we did work when I was at the Post to increase the diversity, in and in respects other than demographic. We tried to hire more military veterans. We thought that was important. The country had been at war for so many years, and yet we had very few military veterans in our newsroom. We needed more. We hired people who came from evangelical Christian colleges. I thought that was really important, given the importance of religion in this country, and particularly evangelicalism in this country. And to try to get more people from working-class backgrounds as well. And we need to do more of that. There's no question. I think there are a lot of people in the newsroom who don't understand the struggles and lives of ordinary people in the middle of the country, and we need to work harder at that. There's no question about that.

Frum: One thing I think that gets lost sight of--and I'm old enough to remember it, and maybe you are too--was: In the middle of 1970s, most of the people who worked for a newspaper were engaged in a form of manufacturing. The paper, yes, it was written. But after it was written, it was then composed by people who worked for the newspaper, and it was then physically printed and then physically distributed. It was a giant manufacturing enterprise, and most of the staff were blue-collar people who had nothing to do with the content of the paper and everything to do with the physical existence of the paper.

And this was brought home when my wife's stepfather created a newspaper in Toronto--which was created in the early 1970s, The Toronto Sun--which was like this. You saw it when you went to the athletic events, or the picnics, the softball games that the reporters might have had a slightly more-educated background. But most people who were there were blue-collar people when they played softball together, when they did picnics together, when they socialized together--that the newspaper affirmed its identity as part of the culture of the city, and it was a manufacturing enterprise.

Well, technology has changed that. Newspapers don't manufacture anymore. They deliver a nonphysical product. The people who produce the product are highly educated. The production staff are probably even more technically skilled than the content staff. And all of them are more and more unlike the rest of the people of the city or country in which they serve.

Baron: Well, I agree with you on that. Look--this was evident prior to Trump being elected. People have asked me what our failures were prior to Trump being elected, and I always say, It wasn't the coverage of the campaign. It was what occurred prior to that--years prior to that. It's that we didn't understand the country well enough.

We just did not understand people's struggles, their expectations, their aspirations, and we needed to do that better. And there's no question that--look: Everybody, people talk about their life experiences these days, but everybody's life experiences, by definition, are narrow. It's just them. Our job as journalists is to get outside of our life experience and understand the life, the experiences of other people. And we need more people in our newsrooms who come from a variety of different backgrounds. And I think we should get to work doing that.

Frum: A point I made in my first Trump book about this is a way of driving it home. So the great opioid toll begins in 2014. By 2016, it's killing more Americans than Vietnam. I went to The New York Times search engine and typed in, for the year from January 1, 2016, to the end of 2016, the two words opioid and transgender. And I don't want to derogate from the importance of any issue. If I remember right, there were, like, 80 or a hundred times more stories about transgender issues in The New York Times in 2016 than there were about the opioid epidemic. Now, that would change the following year, but it just marked that something could be happening in Pennsylvania and New Hampshire in 2014, 2015, and 2016, and it was invisible to the people who produced the country's most elite newspapers.

And one of Trump's secret weapons in the campaign of 2016 was he would campaign in these places and just say the word opioid. He had no plan. He had no concept. And indeed, the problem would continue to get dramatically worse under his presidency, but at least he knew it was there, which other people seem not to know.

Baron: That's a very interesting data point, that research that you did. And I think it does highlight just how sorely disconnected we are from so much of what is happening in the country, and I think that's something that definitely needs to be corrected, and corrected quickly. It's cause for a lot of self-reflection on the part of all of us who are in the media, and we need to make sure that that doesn't continue.

Frum: As we talk about media, of course, people of a certain generation have an idea of what media is, and we often have a way of using that phrase to mean institutions that were important in 1972--The Washington Post, The New York Times, CBS News. And it's a little hard to absorb that everybody who has one of these devices, which everybody has, can communicate instantly any image or any language to anybody on the planet on a scale that would've staggered the editors of The Washington Post in 1972, or even the CBS Evening News.

And I suppose one of the questions we have to think more philosophically about is: What is media in the 2020s? I mean, TikTok shapes more minds than The New York Times, and Joe Rogan has a bigger audience than 60 Minutes. And we have a kind of anti-media that creates relationships with its consumers by presenting itself as non-media, by attacking the institutions that were important in 1972 but that are themselves also forms of media, obviously, and that are different from the traditional institutions only in that they seem to have no code of conduct, no code of ethics whatsoever.

Baron: Well, clearly the definition of media has expanded tremendously. We've seen a radical change in the kind of media there is, and a radical change in the way that media is consumed.

And a lot of the new media is communicating with a level of authenticity--or at least perceived authenticity--that institutional media has been unable to deliver. We in the traditional media have always focused on our authority, the reporting that we do, the verification process--all of which, of course, is essential and core to who we are and what we ought to be doing, what our mission is. At the same time, we are not communicating the same level of authenticity that a lot of the new media are. And because we don't do that, because we don't communicate authenticity, we're not getting credit for the authority that we have. And people who do communicate authentically, or perceived authentically--a lot of the new media--they're being given credit for authority that frequently they don't deserve. Not always. There are people who are quite capable who are doing that, but a lot of them don't deserve the authority.

And look--this is a huge challenge. I mean, it's an opportunity, of course, to reach more people. But it is a huge challenge to traditional news institutions, and that's one that we clearly have to confront and we have to change.

Frum: Well, you're very polite about it when you call it authenticity. I think one of the lessons I think from a media-business point of view: The media of the 1970s ignored large parts of demand. It turns out, there's a much bigger demand for virulent anti-Semitism in America than anyone in 1975 thought there was. There's much more demand for crackpot medical advice than people used to think.

And in 1975, if you'd said to The New York Times or The Washington Post or CBS, You know, you could make more money by serving the anti-Semitic market or the medical crackpot market, they would say, You know what? We're making enough money. Thanks, but no thanks. We don't need to tell people the polio vaccine is no good. But people, entrepreneurs have discovered there is a big market for anti-Semitism. There is a big market for The polio vaccine is no good, and you can get very rich--or at least selected individuals can--meeting that demand, which is not infinite but large. And we are in a world that is, you know--the price of the internet may be the return of infectious diseases that had been banished in 1998.

Baron: Look--they are an enormous number of bad actors. By using the word authenticity, I don't suggest that many of them aren't bad actors. There are good actors too. There are people who are doing really good work. And I think there's a reason you have a podcast, that you developed a podcast because you saw it as a better way of communicating with people or, at least potentially, a more-effective way of communicating with people. And there are a lot of other people who are doing that as well.

So I don't want to discredit everybody who's in new media, because they don't deserve to be discredited, because many of them are quite good. But there are a lot of bad actors in spreading crazy conspiracy theories and a lot of hate. And that is the nature of the internet these days, is that it allows for that because it's a highly fragmented market, and people are going to exploit that fragmented market for their own personal, professional, political, or commercial gain.

And that's exactly what's happening. I would say, however, that traditional media is not irrelevant, as is often claimed by people in that new-media field, by a lot of our politicians today, including Trump and Musk and whoever. The reality is that we remain relevant. There's a reason why Trump is completely obsessed with traditional media. He would not be obsessed with traditional media if it were irrelevant; that would be insane. And by the way, when Elon Musk just recently stepped away from the White House, who did he give interviews to? Amazingly, traditional media, the very media that he had denigrated all along.

Frum: How should we think about what is and what isn't media? A person offering makeup advice on TikTok to a million viewers, is that media? I don't know anymore.

Baron: Yeah, it's media. I mean, I think it is media--media writ large. Absolutely. People who are on TikTok are having an enormous impact. I mean, people are forming their opinions of what's happening, let's say in the Middle East, based on a 15-second TikTok. They think they know everything based on the 15 seconds that they saw on TikTok. Now, that is appalling, of course. Anytime you're dealing with a complex subject, like the Middle East, which has centuries of history behind it, you don't want to think that you've absorbed everything you need to know based on something you saw in 15 seconds on TikTok. But there's no question. That's media. That is how people are receiving their information, like it or not.

Frum: Let me offer you a last question, some advice for the viewers: How does one become a better consumer of media content in this day and age? Are there any guidelines or advice you can offer to the viewer who is not selling makeup tips to a million people, but who has a phone, uses it, looks at it. How do we use this incredible new device, this incredible new power, responsibly and effectively to live better and more informed lives as citizens and individuals?

Baron: Well, look. I mean, one of the biggest challenges today, a huge challenge and problem for us, is that we can't agree on a common set of facts. We can't even agree on how to determine what a fact is. All of the things that we've used in the past--education, experience, expertise, and actual evidence--have all been discredited. Not discredited, but denied and dismissed and denigrated.

I think that consumers should be looking at that. They ought to be looking: Does this person actually have an education in the field? Does this person have experience in the field? Does this person have expertise? Is there actual evidence? Can I see the evidence? Who is behind this? Use your critical faculties to judge the quality of information and the quality of the people who are disseminating that information, and determine whether in the past you've relied on them.

I mean, one of the interesting things about traditional media is that when there's a natural disaster, guess where people turn? They turn to traditional media. They don't turn to some of these fringe outfits to tell them where the hurricane's going to hit and what they ought to be doing, or where the tornado is, or anything like that, or where the flooding is going to be. They turn, typically, to traditional media because, look--there's a reserve of confidence in them because they know that they're going to get accurate information. And so I think consumers of information need to look for that education, expertise, experience. And what is the evidence that they are providing? Are you just relying on your beliefs, or are you confusing your beliefs with actual facts?

Frum: Maybe the good news or the bad news of the same, which is we all have many more opportunities, but we're all going to have to work a lot harder to make sure that we are accurately and truthfully informed. And while it's never been easier if you have some medical symptom--never been easier to find out for yourself what that probably is--it's also never been easier to be deceived by people who, for reasons of gain or sociopathy, want to make you sicker or want to deny you the medicine you really need.

And so we have seen the decline in vaccinations. It's still more than 90 percent that are properly vaccinated. So nine out of 10 people are doing the right thing. But five or eight out of 100 are doing the wrong thing, and they pose risks not only to their own children, but to everybody's children.

Baron: And I think the consumers of information have to work harder, but also, those of us who are delivering information have to work harder to show people our work, to show people why they should believe us--not just to tell them what's happening but to show them the work that we've done, the evidence that we're relying upon. Be as transparent as possible, communicate more effectively, and make sure that we're covering the entirety of our communities and our society and our country, and do a better job of that.

Frum: Marty, thank you so much for your time. Thank you for your candid memoir--it's going to be an important resource for anyone who wants to understand the Trump era, and also the transformation of media under new kinds of ownership, and, above all, your extraordinarily important institution, The Washington Post, which you led to such heights, and which we hope is able to retain at least most of the glory that you delivered for it.

Baron: Thank you, David. I appreciate it.

Frum: Thank you. Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Marty Baron for joining me today. If you appreciate this dialogue and the others like it, I hope you will subscribe to this podcast on whatever platform you use. I hope you'll also consider subscribing to The Atlantic, in print or in text form. That is how we under support all the work of this podcast of myself and of all my Atlantic colleagues.

As we wrap up this all-media day today, I want to delve into one final topic, and that is: the way this scandal, this outrage, this outcry that has been womped up about the age of former President Joe Biden.

Everyone saw the debate that President Biden had obviously become infirm, and now there is a lot of accusation that this was somehow covered up or neglected, and that not only were the people around President Biden culpable, but that somehow the press was implicated, too, in its failure to address the question sufficiently and in time. This strikes me as something with a kernel of truth to it, but more distraction and misleading than truth. And let me explain what I mean.

Now, I'm proud to say that The Atlantic was early and direct on the Biden age story. We ran a piece in June of 2022 by my Atlantic colleague Mark Leibovich saying Biden was too old and should not run again. Had Leibovich's advice been followed, history would've taken a very different course. And I think you'll find many other examples in many other places--Olivia Nuzzi at New York Magazine--of people who brought attention to the President Biden's gathering infirmity.

Obviously, there were people around him who tried to put the best face on the president's health. That's always true. President Kennedy was much sicker than anybody knew at the time when he was president in the early '60s, when he seemed to be a model of physical fitness. President Eisenhower, the severity of his heart attacks--again, that was not known to people at the time. The full seriousness of the assassination attempt on President Ronald Reagan in 1981--his recovery, it was much more touch and go than people were allowed to think at the time.

People are invited to think of the president as healthier than the president often is. It is a body-killing job, and nobody comes out of it in the same shape that they went into it. And surely, the people around President Biden tried to represent him as healthier than perhaps he was, especially toward the end. And it is an important news story to cover the capability of the president. Kudos to those who dig into that topic, who separate what is true from what is rumored, and who alert people when the president isn't as capable as the president should be, or as those around him want to be.

That's a job that continues even after the presidency. As I said, with these previous presidents, the full degree of their infirmity was often not known until sometime afterwards. Woodrow Wilson was struck down by a stroke in October of 1919. Now, people understood that he was ill and was invalided, but how radically invalided he was, that was something--and he was invalid from October of 1919 until he left the presidency, in March of 1921, almost a year and a half--that was covered up by his wife and his doctor. And the full truth was not known for a long time, and that really did change the course of history.

Many of the worst acts of the Wilson presidency happened after the stroke of October 1919, and it's not clear whether Wilson approved of them, authorized them, or even was aware of them. The Palmer Raids, for example, where immigrants were rounded up and deported without much of a hearing, if any--those started in November of 1919 and were at their peak in January of 1920. Not clear that Wilson even ever knew about it. So bringing the truth retrospectively, also an important task. And I understand that journalists, when they follow these stories, can sometimes lose perspective.

You know, if the school superintendent is stealing pencils from the supply cabinet, that's probably not the most important story in the world. But the only way you're ever going to find out about it is if one person in the local paper decides that for him or for her, that story will be the most important story in the world for however long it takes to get to the bottom of it. And only a person who acts as if the superintendent stealing the pencils is the most important story in the world will bring the story to light at all and give it whatever attention it deserves. So their tunnel vision is kind of a bona fide job qualification for being a reporter.

But when you consume and read and react to news, that's where the perspective comes in. And you need to say, Okay, maybe the people around Biden did try to hush up how sick he was. And maybe not every journalist worked as hard as Mark Leibovich to get the truth. Not every journalist worked as hard as Olivia Nuzzi to get the truth. Not every journalist was willing to brave the blowback that Mark Leibovich and Olivia Nuzzi got for their reporting of the truth.

But how important was this story, really? And today--when there is an effort to make it seem like this is the biggest scandal in American history, or at least the biggest scandal going today--at a time when the present president is pillaging billions of dollars, the story now that is the overwhelming story here in Washington is corruption on a post-Soviet, postcolonial Africa scale. Billions of dollars going into and affecting everything, every decision that this administration makes, from pardons to foreign policy. That's the story. Everything else, also interesting. But don't oversell it, and don't overbuy it.

Thanks very much. I hope to see you next week here on The David Frum Show.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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A High IQ Makes You an Outsider, Not a Genius

Acing an intelligence test only counts for so much.

by Helen Lewis




Who has the highest IQ in history? One answer would be: a 10-year-old girl from Missouri. In 1956, according to lore, she took a version of the Stanford-Binet IQ test and recorded a mental age of 22 years and 10 months, equivalent to an IQ north of 220. (The minimum score needed to get into Mensa is 132 or 148, depending on the test, and the average IQ in the general population is 100.) Her result lay unnoticed for decades, until it turned up in The Guinness Book of World Records, which lauded her as having the highest childhood score ever. Her name, appropriately enough, was Marilyn vos Savant. And she was, by the most common yardstick, a genius.

I've been thinking about which people attract the genius label for the past few years, because it's so clearly a political judgment. You can tell what a culture values by who it labels a genius--and also what it is prepared to tolerate. The Renaissance had its great artists. The Romantics lionized androgynous, tubercular poets. Today we are in thrall to tech innovators and brilliant jerks in Silicon Valley.

Vos Savant hasn't made any scientific breakthroughs or created a masterpiece. She graduated 178th in her high-school class of 613, according to a 1989 profile in New York magazine. She married at 16, had two children by 19, became a stay-at-home mother, and was divorced in her 20s. She tried to study philosophy at Washington University in St. Louis, but did not graduate. She married again and was divorced again at 35. She became a puzzle enthusiast, joined a high-IQ society, and occasionally wrote an essay or a satirical piece under a pen name for a newspaper. Mostly, she devoted herself to raising her boys.

That all changed in 1985, when The Guinness Book of World Records published her childhood IQ score. How its authors obtained the record is murky: An acquaintance once told the Financial Times that he'd urged her to submit her result as a way of making her famous.

Read: How smart people actually talk about themselves

Thanks to all the publicity, vos Savant met her third husband, Robert Jarvik, who had developed a pioneering model of an artificial heart. Jarvik had his own story of being overlooked: Before ultimately enrolling in medical school at the University of Utah, he had been rejected by 15 other institutions. He tracked down vos Savant after seeing her on the cover of an airline magazine, and she agreed to a date after finding a picture of him taken by Annie Leibovitz. They quickly became an item, and eventually took up residence in New York.


This article has been adapted from Helen Lewis's new book, The Genius Myth: A Curious History of a Dangerous Idea.



At their 1987 wedding, the rings were made of gold and pyrolytic carbon, a material used in Jarvik's artificial heart. The science-fiction writer Isaac Asimov gave away the bride. A news report has them telling their guests that they were relieved to meet each other, because they found most people difficult to talk to--the implication being that mere mortals were not on their wavelength. The honeymoon would be spent in Paris, they revealed; vos Savant would write a screenplay for a futuristic satire, and Jarvik would continue researching his "grand unification theory" of physics. Yet despite their superior brains, vos Savant's screenplay was never made into a film, and Jarvik--who, according to a New York profile of the couple, thought the Big Bang theory was "wrong" and the theory of relativity was "probably wrong"--did not revolutionize physics.

What did happen, though, is that on the back of her anointment in Guinness, vos Savant built a career as a professional genius. She wrote books such as the Omni I.Q. Quiz Contest and Brain Building in Just 12 Weeks. Billing her as "the smartest person in the world," Parade magazine gave her an advice column, where she answered readers' queries and published puzzles. (She didn't respond to my attempts to contact her through the magazine.) Her specialty was logic problems--which showcase the particular type of mental ability most readily identified by IQ tests. In one column, she provided a solution for an apparently insoluble conundrum, the Monty Hall problem. Angry readers wrote in to correct her, but she stood firm.

Vos Savant's life perfectly illustrates how genius can be a self-fulfilling prophecy. She was a housewife raising her children in total obscurity, until she was labeled a genius. And then she became one.

She embodied what I call the "genius myth," the idea that humanity contains a special sort of person, what Samuel Johnson's dictionary defined in 1755 as "a man endowed with superiour faculties."

Seeing yourself as such can be poisonous: Think of the public intellectuals who embarrass themselves by straying far from their area of expertise. Think of the smart people who twist logic in impressive ways to convince themselves of crankish ideas. Think of, say, a man who has had great success in business, who decides that means he must be equally good at cutting government bureaucracy. One of the cruelest things about the genius myth is that its sufferers cannot understand their failures: I'm so clever. I can't possibly have screwed this up. I prefer to talk about moments of genius: beautiful paintings, heartbreaking novels, inspired military or political decisions, scientific breakthroughs, technological marvels.

Nowhere are the downsides of the genius myth more obvious than in ultrahigh-IQ societies. I don't mean Mensa, which began in England after the Second World War; it asks only that members are drawn from the top 2 percent of the population. Even more rarified are groups such as the Mega Society, which was limited to people with "one-in-a-million" intelligence. Vos Savant made the cut.

The funny thing about ultrahigh-IQ groups is that they quarrel and schism with a frequency otherwise reserved for doomsday cults and fringe political movements. An exhaustive online history of the high-IQ movement, compiled by the blogger Darryl Miyaguchi in the 1990s, recounts the story of the Cincinnatus Society, which admitted only those with an IQ higher than 99.9 percent of the population. It usurped a previous group with the same criteria, called the Triple Nine Society, which was itself a breakaway faction from another group, the International Society for Philosophical Enquiry.

From the start, Mega was riven by infighting. In the 1990s, it merged with another society and announced that members would have to retake the entry test. This prompted something close to a civil war, and by 2003, the various factions in the high-IQ movement were so splintered that a dispute over who could use the group's name ended up in court.

The loser in that case, Christopher Langan, has a Facebook group where he outlines his "Cognitive Theoretical Model of the Universe," as well as his belief that George W. Bush staged the 9/11 attacks to stop people from learning about Langan's cognitive-theoretical model of the universe. In another post, he wrote that humanity was failing because "rich libtards" were "pandering like two-dollar whores to the degenerate tastes, preferences, and delusions of the genetic underclass, the future of humanity be damned." Is Langan smart? Yes. Is he insightful about humanity, or at least fun to be around? Perhaps not.

Another onetime member of Mega was Keith Raniere, whose local paper, the Albany Times Union, claimed in 1988 that his self-administered test proved his intellect was "one in 10 million." In 2020, he was sentenced to 120 years in prison over the abuse he perpetrated as the leader of a cult called NXIVM. This operated according to a "master and slave" hierarchy in which no one ranked higher than Raniere, who was known as "Vanguard." Some of NXIVM's disciples were branded with Raniere's initials. (Prosecutors also branded the group a pyramid scheme.)

As the cult collapsed, many of Raniere's early claims to genius came under new scrutiny. Had he really learned to read the word homogenized off a milk carton at age 2, and understood quantum physics by 4, as a news reporter had suggested in 1988--and was he also an avid juggler who needed only "two to four hours of sleep"? People began to wonder, and then noticed something potentially important: The Mega test was not supervised, could be taken at home, and had no time limit. Draw your own conclusions.

Today, because of their infighting and their members' lack of worldly success, high-IQ groups have become kind of a joke. But their history helps illuminate why intelligence alone does not necessarily yield sublime works. In the 1980s, when some of these groups' members were asked to propose a term for the intangible quality that distinguished them from everyone else, none chose genius, according to a contemporaneous account by Grady Towers, a stalwart of the high-IQ community. "When asked what it should be called, they produced a number of suggestions, sometimes esoteric, sometimes witty, and often remarkably vulgar," Towers wrote in 1987. "But one term was suggested independently again and again. Many thought that the most appropriate term for people like themselves was Outsider."

Read: The decline and fall of Elon Musk

Towers believed that those with unusually high intelligence fell into three groups: the well-adjusted middle class, who were able to use their talents; those living marginal lives, working in manual or low-paid jobs and reading textbooks by night; and finally the dropouts, whose families had had no idea how to support their brilliant children, and might have gone so far as to treat them as a "performing animal, or even an experiment."

The first group did not get involved with high-IQ societies, Towers thought, because their intellectual and social lives were already full. "It's the exceptionally gifted adult who feels stifled that stands most in need of a high IQ society," he wrote, adding that "none of these groups is willing to acknowledge or come to terms with the fact that much of their membership belong to the psychological walking wounded."

The predominance of the lonely, frustrated, and socially awkward in ultrahigh-IQ societies was enough, he wrote, "to explain the constant schisms that develop, the frequent vendettas, and the mediocre level of their publications. But those are not immutable facts; they can be changed. And the first step in doing so is to see ourselves as we are."

Grady Towers was murdered on March 20, 2000, while investigating a break-in at the park in Arizona where he worked as a security guard. He was 55.

In 1990, The Guinness Book of World Records retired the highest-IQ category, conceding that no definitive ranking was possible, given the limitations of and the variation among the available tests. This new mood of caution means that vos Savant's Guinness record will remain untouched. If, that is, it was a record at all--critics have been arguing about the validity of her result for decades.

Why does the superlative matter? Because vos Savant couldn't and wouldn't have become a "genius" without the label being pinned on her first. Attention was paid, and then more attention followed, because if people were looking, then there must have been something worth looking at, surely. That should make us wonder if the same process happens in reverse. Do children who struggle at school get the message that they aren't "academic," and lose interest and enthusiasm?

By thinking about IQ, I was venturing into one of the most bitter battles in 20th-century social science. In the decades following the development of standardized tests, the "IQ wars" pitted two factions against each other: the environmentalists and the hereditarians. The first believed that IQ was entirely or largely influenced by surroundings--childhood nutrition, schooling, and so on--and the second argued that IQ was largely determined by genes. In America, these became synonymous with two extreme positions: hard-left advocacy for pure blank-slatism and far-right belief in racial hierarchy.

The hereditarians were tainted by the fact that so many of them dabbled in the murky waters of race and IQ--extrapolating beyond the observed differences in average IQ scores across various countries to the suggestion that white people are innately and immutably smarter than Black people. One example would be the Nobel Prize-winning engineer William Shockley, who followed what now seems a very modern trajectory: years of real achievements, including his involvement in the invention of the transistor, followed by a second career of provocative statements and complaints about what we would now call "cancellation." Shockley's views on white racial superiority were coupled with his advocacy for eugenics. In a 1980 interview with Playboy, he argued that people with "defective" genes should be paid not to reproduce. As he put it: "$30,000 put into a trust for a 70 IQ-moron, who might otherwise produce 20 children, might make the plan very profitable to the taxpayer."

But the environmentalists went too far in their claims too. Most geneticists now acknowledge that IQ is partially heritable, even though progressive activists attack almost anyone who says so out loud. When the geneticist Kathryn Paige Harden began to advance the arguments she would later turn into her 2021 book, The Genetic Lottery--which argued for social equality but conceded that genes influence educational attainment--The New Yorker reported that she was subjected to "parades of arguments and counterarguments, leaked personal e-mails, and levels of sustained podcasting that were, by anyone's standards, extreme."

Fascinated by the dangerous allure of IQ--its promise to provide a definitive ranking of human intellectual worth--I decided to sit for an IQ test myself. At the exam site, I was one of two dozen adults, plus a couple of children. One was reading a book called Why the West Rules--For Now, which didn't assuage my worries about the political overtones of this debate.

The question of what exactly IQ tests measure--and how accurately they can deliver judgment--is one that's wrapped around inflammatory questions about group identity, as well as a lively policy debate about the best system of schooling. It is no accident that so many IQ researchers have ended up endorsing scientific racism or sexism. If humans can be reduced to a number, and some numbers are higher than others, it is not a long walk to decide that some humans are "better" than others too. In 2018, Christopher Langan wrote an obituary for Koko, a celebrated gorilla that he said could sign 1,000 words and therefore had an IQ between 75 and 95. "Koko's elevated level of thought would have been all but incomprehensible to nearly half the population of Somalia (average IQ 68)," Langan wrote on Facebook, citing dubious research about that African country. "Obviously, this raises a question: Why is Western civilization not admitting gorillas? They too are from Africa, and probably have a group mean IQ at least equal to that of Somalia."

Langan was featured in Malcolm Gladwell's book Outliers, which attributed his lack of academic success to his chaotic, violent upbringing and the reluctance of educational authorities to extend him the same sort of grace and understanding a middle-class child might receive. But Langan has found other answers for why he did not fulfill the glorious destiny written in his genes. He blames affirmative action and a society controlled by "globalists" and "banksters." Inevitably, he has a Substack.

As for me, I took two IQ tests that day. The first was a test designed in 1949 to be "culture fair," meaning that there were no language- or logic-based questions, only shape rotation. What became immediately apparent is that the test selects heavily for speed. The strict time limits mean you simply don't have time to luxuriate over questions, turning them over in your head. Now, you could argue that quickly grasping concepts is exactly what intelligence is. But you'd also have to admit that some of history's greatest breakthroughs came from years of careful observation and rumination.

That first test convinced me that whatever an IQ test is measuring, it can't be genius--that label we are so keen to bestow on people with singular achievements. It doesn't measure showing up day after day. It doesn't measure the ego necessary to insist that you're right and everyone else is wrong. And it doesn't measure the ability to market yourself as the spirit of the age.

Read: A reality check for tech oligarchs

The second test was more recent, having been updated in 1993, and leaned heavily into verbal reasoning. What I noticed here, first, was how arguable some of these questions were. Is idle a synonym for inactive or a synonym for lazy? Both, surely--it can be used as a pure descriptor, as in "an idle engine," or to convey a value judgment, as in "the idle rich." My desire to argue with the test maker only increased in the analogies section, where the example given was: "Trousers are to boy as skirt is to ... ?" The supervisor read this out with some embarrassment, assuring us that the language was "traditional."

Things got worse. The logic puzzles in the final section included one about an explorer who might have been eaten by either lions or "savages." Another question asked me to work out what my surname would be, based on clues about family relationships, and clearly rested on the assumption that women all took their husband's name, and so would their children. Full of feminist zeal, I prissily ticked the box labeled "It is not possible to know what my surname is" and resigned myself to losing points.

What were my results? Sorry--I'm not saying; we already know I'm not a genius, but I'm not an outsider either, so they don't matter. My time researching Langan, Raniere, and the others convinced me that IQ testing has narrow scientific uses, but it is a false god.

Vos Savant, who is now 78, made a career of being the smartest person alive, because she had a number to prove it. Once she was hailed as a genius, vos Savant was one. Nothing about her changed, but her life did. As big a brain as Stephen Hawking had little time for this kind of thinking. In a 2004 Q&A with The New York Times Magazine, the physicist was asked what his IQ was. "I have no idea," he replied. "People who boast about their IQ are losers."



This article was adapted from The Genius Myth: A Curious History of a Dangerous Idea, which will be published in the United States on June 17.
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Mount Everest's Xenon-Gas Controversy Will Last Forever

History is repeating itself in the world of controversial sports records.

by Alex Hutchinson




It was a travesty--two travesties, actually, separate but inextricably linked. In May 1953, Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay became the first people to reach the summit of Mount Everest, a challenge that had killed more than a dozen people in the preceding decades and that scientists had once declared impossible. The catch: They breathed canisters of pure oxygen, an aid that the Everest pioneer George Mallory--one of those who died on the mountain--had once dismissed as "a damnable heresy."

A month later, a young British medical trainee named Roger Bannister just missed running the first sub-four-minute mile, another long-standing barrier sometimes dubbed "Everest on the track." But he did it in a race where his training partner let himself be lapped in order to pace Bannister all the way to the finish line, violating rules about fair play due to the advantages of pacing. Bannister's American rival, Wes Santee, was unimpressed. "Maybe I could run a four-minute mile behind one of my father's ranch horses," he said, "if that's what you want."

Funny how history repeats itself. Fast-forward to a couple of weeks ago: A controversy erupted in the world of mountaineering, when four British climbers summited Everest just five days after jetting to Nepal from the United Kingdom. To skip the usual weeks or months spent gradually adjusting to high altitude, they paid a reported $153,000 each for a bespoke protocol that included inhaling xenon gas to help them adjust more rapidly. Meanwhile, on the track, Kenya's three-time Olympic champion, Faith Kipyegon, is preparing for a carefully choreographed, Nike-sponsored attempt to become the first woman to run a mile in under four minutes. It's slated for June 26 in Paris and will almost certainly violate the same pacing rules that Bannister's run did.

Both initiatives are, by any measure, remarkable feats of human ingenuity and endurance. They're also making people very angry.

The xenon-fueled expedition was organized by an Austrian guide named Lukas Furtenbach, who is known for his tech-focused approach to expeditions. He has previously had clients sleep in altitude tents at home for weeks to pre-acclimatize them to the thin mountain air. What made the new ascent different is that, in addition to sleeping in altitude tents, the four British climbers visited a clinic in Germany where they inhaled xenon gas, whose oxygen-boosting potential has been rumored for years. The World Anti-Doping Agency banned xenon in 2014 after allegations that Russian athletes used it for that year's Winter Olympics. But subsequent studies on its athletic effects have produced mixed results. Other research in animals has hinted at the possibility that it could offer protection from potentially fatal forms of altitude illness, which can occur when climbers ascend too rapidly. For now, the strongest evidence that it helps high-altitude mountaineers comes from Furtenbach's own self-experimentation over the past few years.

When news of Furtenbach's plans emerged earlier this year, the International Climbing and Mountaineering Federation's medical commission put out a statement arguing that xenon probably doesn't work and could be dangerous because of its sedative effects. Other critics have pointed out that shorter expeditions mean less paying work for the Sherpa guides in the region. But these criticisms can feel like post hoc justifications for the fact that many mountaineers simply have a gut-level aversion to what seems like a shortcut to the summit. Their objection isn't to xenon itself but to the idea of making Everest easier.

That's the same problem many runners have with Kipyegon's sub-four-minute-mile attempt. Women have made extraordinary progress in the event since Diane Leather notched the first sub-five in 1954, but under conventional racing conditions, no one expects a sub-four anytime soon. Kipyegon is the fastest female miler in history: Her current world record, set in 2023, is 4:07.64, which leaves her more than 50 yards behind four-minute pace--an enormous deficit to overcome in a sport where, at the professional level, progress is measured in fractions of a second. Nike has promised "a holistic system of support that optimizes every aspect of her attempt," including "footwear, apparel, aerodynamics, physiology and mind science," but hasn't revealed any details of what that support might look like. That means critics--and there are many--don't yet have any specific innovation to object to; they just have the tautological sense that any intervention capable of instantly making a miler 7.7 seconds faster must by definition be unfair. (I reached out to Nike for further specifics about the attempt, but the company declined to comment.)

It's a safe bet that new shoes will be involved. Kipyegon's effort, dubbed Breaking4 by Nike, is a sequel to the company's Breaking2 marathon in 2017, in which Kipyegon's fellow Kenyan Eliud Kipchoge came within 25 seconds of breaking two hours at a time when the official world record was 2:02:57. Kipchoge's feat was made possible in part by a new type of running shoe featuring a stiff carbon-fiber plate embedded in a thick and bouncy foam midsole, an innovation that has since revolutionized the sport. But the reason his time didn't count as a world record was that, like Bannister, he had a squad of pacers who rotated in and out to block the wind for him all the way to the finish line. That's also likely to be a key for Kipyegon. In fact, scientists published an analysis earlier this year suggesting that a similar drafting approach would be enough to take Kipyegon all the way from 4:07 to 3:59 without any other aids.

Bannister's paced-time trial in 1953 was ruled ineligible for records because, per the British Amateur Athletic Board, it wasn't "a bona fide competition according to the rules." Still, the effort had served its purpose. "Only two painful seconds now separated me from the four-minute mile," Bannister later wrote, "and I was certain that I could cut down the time." Sure enough, less than a year later, Bannister entered the history books with a record-legal 3:59.4. Similarly, Kipchoge went on to break two hours in another exhibition race in 2019, and Nike's official line is that it hopes that feat will pave the way for a record-legal sub-two in the future. (It's certainly getting closer: The world record now stands at 2:00:35.) In 1978, a quarter century after Hillary and Norgay's historic ascent, Reinhold Messner and Peter Habeler climbed Everest without supplemental oxygen.



One view of innovation in sports, advanced by the bioethicist Thomas Murray, is that people's perceptions are shaped by how new ideas and techniques are introduced. The status quo always seems reasonable: Of course we play tennis with graphite rackets rather than wooden ones, use the head-first Fosbury flop to clear high-jump bars, and climb mountains with the slightly stretchable kernmantle ropes developed in the 1950s. But many of these same innovations seem more troublesome during the transition periods, especially if only some people have access to them.

When Bannister finally broke the four-minute barrier, he was once again paced by his training partners, but only for about the first three-quarters of the race. This form of pacing remained highly controversial, but because none of the pacemakers had deliberately allowed himself to be lapped, the record was allowed to stand. These days, such pacing is so routine that there are runners who make a living doing nothing but pacing races for others, always dropping out before the finish. The full-race pacing that Kipyegon will likely use in Breaking4 remains verboten; the slightly different pacing that leads runners almost all the way through the race but forces them to run the last lap alone is simply business as usual. Oxygen in a can is good; xenon in a can is bad. These are subtle distinctions.

Sports are, in at least some respects, a zero-sum game: When one person wins a race or sets a record, it unavoidably means that someone else doesn't. Even at the recreational level, if everyone decides to run marathons in carbon-plated shoes that make them five minutes faster, the standards needed to qualify for the Boston Marathon get five minutes faster. "Once an effective technology gets adopted in a sport, it becomes tyrannical," Murray told me several years ago, when I was writing about athletes experimenting with electric brain stimulation. "You have to use it." In the '50s, a version of that rationale seemed to help the British expedition that included Hillary and Norgay overcome the long-standing objections of British climbers to using oxygen--the French had an Everest expedition planned for 1954 and the Swiss for 1955, and both were expected to use oxygen.

Less clear, though, is why this rationale should apply to the modern world of recreational mountaineering in which Furtenbach operates. What does anyone--other than perhaps the climbers themselves, if you think journeys trump destinations--lose when people huff xenon in order to check Everest off their list with maximal efficiency? Maybe they're making the mountain more crowded, but you could also argue that they're making it less crowded by getting up and down more quickly. And it's hard to imagine that Furtenbach's critics are truly lying awake at night worrying about the long-term health of his clients.

Something else is going on here, and I'd venture that it has to do with human psychology. A Dutch economist named Adriaan Kalwij has a theory that much of modern life is shaped by people's somewhat pathological tendency to view everything as a competition. "Both by nature and through institutional design, competitions are an integral part of human lives," Kalwij writes, "from college entrance exams and scholarship applications to jobs, promotions, contracts, and awards." The same ethos seems to color the way we see dating, leisure travel, hobbies, and so on: There's no escape from the zero-sum dichotomy of winners and losers.

Kalwij's smoking gun is a phenomenon that sociologists call the "SES-health gradient," which refers to the disparities in health between people of high and low socioeconomic status. Despite the rise of welfare supports such as pensions and health care, the SES-health gradient has been widening around the world--even, Kalwij has found, among Olympic athletes. There used to be no difference in longevity among Dutch Olympians based on their occupation. But among the most recent cohort, born between 1920 and 1947, athletes in high-SES jobs, such as lawyers, tend to outlive athletes in low-SES jobs by an average of 11 years. As Kalwij interprets it, making an Olympic team is a life-defining win, but getting stuck in a poorly paying dead-end job is a loss that begets an endless series of other losses: driving a beater, living in a lousy apartment, flying economy. These losses have cumulative psychological and physiological consequences.

Some things in life really are competitions, of course. Track and field is one of them, and so we should police attempts to bend its rules with vigilance. Other things, such as being guided up Everest, are not--or at least they shouldn't be. The people who seem most upset about the idea of rich bros crushing Everest in a week are those who have climbed it in six or eight or 12 weeks, whose place in the cosmic pecking order has been downgraded by an infinitesimal notch. But I, too, was annoyed when I read about it, despite the fact that I've never strapped on a crampon. Their win, in some convoluted way, felt like my loss.

Another detail in Kalwij's research sticks in my mind. Among American Olympians, silver medalists tend to die a few years earlier than either gold or bronze medalists. Kalwij theorizes that these results, too, are related to people's outlook. Gold medalists are thrilled to win, and bronze medalists are thrilled to make the podium; silver medalists see themselves as "the No. 1 loser," as Jerry Seinfeld once put it. With that in mind, I've tried to reframe my attitude about the xenon controversy. Let the annual Everest frenzy continue, with or without xenon, and let its allure continue to draw the most hard-edged and deep-pocketed summit baggers. Meanwhile, leave the other, lesser-known mountains for the rest of us to enjoy in tranquility. I'd call that a win.
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FEMA Is Not Prepared

Citizens could be on their own this hurricane season.

by David A. Graham




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


Updated at 4:32 p.m. ET on June 4, 2025

Who manages the disaster if the disaster managers are the disaster?

That's a question that the people of the United States may have to answer soon. As hurricane season begins in the U.S., the Federal Emergency Management Agency is in disarray.

Reuters reported yesterday that acting FEMA head David Richardson suggested during a meeting with employees that he was unaware of the very existence of a hurricane season. A spokesperson for the Department of Homeland Security dismissed the report: "Despite meanspirited attempts to falsely frame a joke as policy, there is no uncertainty about what FEMA will be doing this Hurricane Season." The spokesperson added, "FEMA is shifting from bloated, DC-centric dead weight to a lean, deployable disaster force that empowers state actors to provide relief for their citizens."

FEMA employees, and Americans at large, might be forgiven for having doubts. Richardson has only been on the job since early May, when his predecessor was abruptly fired after telling Congress he did not believe that FEMA should be eliminated, as President Donald Trump has contemplated. Richardson is a Marine veteran who had been leading the DHS office that seeks to prevent attacks on the U.S. involving weapons of mass destruction, but he has no experience with disaster management. The Wall Street Journal reported that he had expressed surprise at how broad FEMA's remit is. (The last time FEMA was led by an administrator whose profession was not emergency management was the mid-2000s, under Michael Brown. If you don't know how that turned out, I recommend my colleague Vann R. Newkirk II's award-winning podcast on Hurricane Katrina, Floodlines.)

But Richardson surely is aware of hurricane season. In mid-May, CNN obtained an internal document warning that FEMA was badly behind schedule. "As FEMA transforms to a smaller footprint, the intent for this hurricane season is not well understood, thus FEMA is not ready," it read. (DHS, which oversees FEMA, said the information was "grossly out of context.") To calm worries at the agency, Richardson held a conference call. "I would say we're about 80 or 85 percent there," he told staff, according to ABC News. "The next week, we will close that gap and get to probably 97 to 98 percent of a plan. We'll never have 100 percent of a plan."

That was not the most reassuring answer, and it looks worse now. The Journal reports that in the same meeting yesterday where Richardson suggested unfamiliarity with hurricane season, he also said the agency would return to its 2024 hurricane-preparedness strategy. How that will work is anyone's guess, given that FEMA has already slashed programs and staff since last year's hurricane season. (FEMA responded to my request for comment with DHS's statement, but did not answer specific questions or make any official available for an interview.)

FEMA is not a large part of the federal government by budget or staff, but it is an important one because it directly affects the lives of ordinary Americans in their worst moments. Washington can seem distant and abstract, but disasters are not, and as Hurricane Helene last year demonstrated, even people living in supposed "climate havens" are susceptible to extreme weather.

In the aftermath of Helene, Trump grasped the widespread public fury at FEMA, which storm victims felt was not responsive enough, fast enough. (Major disasters are major, and even the best-managed response is going to be slower than anyone wants, but no one seems to think this was the best-managed response.) As a candidate, he was quick to say that the Biden administration should do more, but since becoming president again, he has taken steps to ensure that FEMA can and will do less.

FEMA is also making recovery harder for the victims of past disasters. In April, Trump declined to declare a major disaster in Washington State, which would free up funding for recovery from a bomb cyclone in November 2024; the state's entire congressional delegation pleaded with him to reconsider. DHS also denied North Carolina more funding for cleanup after Helene, which Governor Josh Stein estimated would cost state taxpayers hundreds of millions of dollars. The president also refused individual federal assistance to nine Arkansas counties struck by tornadoes in March, only reversing the decision after Governor Sarah Huckabee Sanders, who served as press secretary in Trump's first administration, called the president directly.

In the post-FEMA future that Trump has floated, states would be responsible for all disaster recovery. Some conservatives have long argued that states need to shoulder more responsibility for smaller disasters, but most states (and territories such as Puerto Rico) simply don't have the resources to respond to large-scale disasters like Helene. This is, after all, one reason the 13 colonies united in the first place: for mutual aid and protection. The federal government has much greater resources and, unlike most states, is not required to balance its budget annually. That makes it a crucial financial backstop. As Brock Long, who led FEMA during Trump's first term, told me last year, "All disasters are locally executed, state managed, and federally supported."

FEMA has not, generally, been a partisan agency. Administrators may have different political views, but they try to provide help without consideration for politics. I've spoken with several administrators over the years, and they are consistently professional, don't take wildly differing approaches to their work, and are dedicated to emergency response. When an employee at FEMA was caught telling workers not to help people with Trump signs in their yards, it was rightly a scandal. Yet in his first term, Trump himself reportedly withheld or delayed disaster funds in multiple cases based on partisanship. His reversal on assistance for Arkansas residents raises the specter of a future in which only states whose governors are close to Trump can hope to obtain relief.

And yet if FEMA isn't prepared for hurricane season, doesn't have sufficient staff, and is laboring under a president who would like to see it gone, the problem may not be that only the president's allies can get help from the federal government--but rather that no one can.

Related:

	Hurricane Helene through the eyes of a former FEMA chief
 	David Inserra: There are too many federal disasters.
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	Feudalism is our future.
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	DHS Secretary Kristi Noem announced that the family of the man accused of Sunday's attack at a Colorado demonstration for Israeli hostages has been taken into ICE custody.
 	Elon Musk posted on X calling President Donald Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act a "disgusting abomination."
 	Mount Etna, an active volcano in eastern Sicily, erupted. No injuries resulted.
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Nutrition Science's Most Preposterous Result

By David Merritt Johns

From 2023
 Last summer, I got a tip about a curious scientific finding. "I'm sorry, it cracks me up every time I think about this," my tipster said.
 Back in 2018, a Harvard doctoral student named Andres Ardisson Korat was presenting his research on the relationship between dairy foods and chronic disease to his thesis committee. One of his studies had led him to an unusual conclusion: Among diabetics, eating half a cup of ice cream a day was associated with a lower risk of heart problems. Needless to say, the idea that a dessert loaded with saturated fat and sugar might actually be good for you raised some eyebrows at the nation's most influential department of nutrition.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Sohrab Hura / Magnum



Watch. Our writers and editors recommend five movies they could watch over and over again.

Read. Susan Choi's new book, Flashlight, considers the evolution of rage.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Professional emergency managers are some of the most impressive people I've interviewed. To succeed, they have to be extremely practical, very creative, and totally unflappable. In 2015, while reporting an article on "maximums of maximums"--the biggest hypothetical catastrophes the nation could face--I asked some sources what their nightmare was. "What keeps me up is another form of a pandemic, respiratory transmitted, highly lethal virus," Anthony Fauci told me. (Good prediction, doc.) But when I asked Craig Fugate, then FEMA's administrator, what kept him up at night, he answered in the way that only a veteran of many disasters could: "Nothing."

-- David

This article originally misstated who declined to declare a major disaster in Washington State.

Isabel Fattal 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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Big Tech's AI Endgame Is Coming Into Focus

One app to rule them all

by Matteo Wong




If Google has its way, there will be no search bars, no search terms, no searching (at least not by humans). The very tool that has defined the company--and perhaps the entire internet--for nearly three decades could soon be overtaken by a chatbot. Last month, at its annual software conference, Google launched "AI Mode," the most drastic overhaul to its search engine in the company's history.



The feature is different from the AI summaries that already show up in Google's search results, which appear above the usual list of links to outside websites. Instead, AI Mode functionally replaces Google Search with something akin to ChatGPT. You ask a question and the AI spits out an answer. Instead of sifting through a list of blue links, you can just ask a follow-up. Google has begun rolling out AI Mode to users in the United States as a tab below the search bar (before "Images," "Shopping," and the like). The company said it will soon introduce a number of more advanced, experimental capabilities to AI Mode, at which point the feature could be able to write a research report in minutes, "see" through your smartphone's camera to assist with physical tasks such as a DIY crafts project, help book restaurant reservations, make payments. Whether AI Mode can become as advanced and as seamless as Google promises remains far from certain, but the firm appears to be aiming for something like an everything app: a single tool that will be able to do just about everything a person could possibly want to do online.



Seemingly every major tech company is after the same goal. OpenAI markets ChatGPT, for instance, as able to write code and summarize documents, help shop, produce graphics, and naturally, search the web. Elon Musk is notoriously obsessed with the idea of turning X into an everything app. Meta says you can use its AI "for everything you need"; Amazon calls its new, generative AI-powered Alexa+ "an assistant available to help any time you want"; Microsoft bills its AI Copilot as a companion "for all you do"; and Apple has marketed Apple Intelligence and a revamped Siri as tools that will revolutionize how people use their iPhones (which encompass, for many users, everything). Even Airbnb, once focused simply on vacation rentals, is redesigning itself as a place where "you can sell and do almost anything," as its CEO, Brian Chesky, recently said.



In a sense, everything apps are the logical conclusion of Silicon Valley's race to build artificial "general" intelligence, or AGI. A bot smart enough to do anything obviously would be used to power a product that can, in effect, do anything. But such apps would also represent the culmination of the tech industry's aim to entrench its products in people's daily lives. Already, Google has features for shopping, navigation, data storage, work software, payment, travel--plus an array of smartphones, tablets, smart-home gadgets, and more. Apple has a similarly all-encompassing suite of offerings, and Meta's three major apps (Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp) each have billions of users. Perhaps the only thing more powerful than these sprawling tech ecosystems is boiling them all down to a single product.



That these tech companies can even realistically have such colossal ambitions to build everything apps is a result of their existing dominance. The industry has spent years collecting information about our relationships, work, hobbies, and interests--all of which is becoming grist for powerful AI tools. A key feature of these everything apps is that they promise to be individually tailored, drawing on extensive personal data to provide, in theory, a more seamless experience. Your past search history, and eventually your emails, can inform AI Mode's responses: When I typed line up into AI Mode, I got the "line up" for the day's New York Mets game (the Mets are my favorite baseball team). When I typed the same phrase into traditional Google Search, I got a definition.



In other words, the rise of AI-powered everything apps is a version of the bargain that tech companies have proposed in the past with social media and other tools: our services for your data. Meta's AI assistant can draw on information from users' Facebook and Instagram accounts. Apple describes its AI as a "personal intelligence" able to glean from texts, emails, and notes on your device. And ChatGPT has a new "memory" feature that allows the chatbot to reference all previous conversations. If the technology goes as planned, it leads to a future in which Google, or any other Big Tech company, knows you are moving from Texas to Chicago and, of its own accord, offers to order the winter jacket you don't own to be delivered to your new apartment, already selected from your favorite brand, in your favorite color. Or it could, after reading emails musing about an Italian vacation, suggest an in-budget itinerary for Venice that best fits your preferences.



There are, of course, plenty of reasons to think that AI models will not be capable and reliable enough to power a true everything app. The Mets lineup that Google automatically generated for me wasn't entirely accurate. Chatbots still invent information and mess up basic math; concerns over AI's environmental harms and alleged infringement of intellectual-property rights could substantially slow the technology's development. Only a year ago, Google released AI Overviews, a search feature that told users to eat rocks and use glue to stick cheese to pizza. On the same day that Google released AI Mode, it also introduced an experimental AI shopping tool that can be easily used to make erotic images of teenagers, as I reported with my colleague Lila Shroff. (When we shared our reporting with the company, Google emphasized the protections it has in place and told us it would "continue to improve the experience.") Maybe AI Mode will order something two sizes too large and ship to the wrong address, or maybe it'll serve you recommendations for Venice Beach.

Read: Google's new AI puts breasts on minors--and J.D. Vance

Despite these embarrassments, Google and its major AI competitors show no signs of slowing down. The promised convenience of everything apps is, after all, alluring: The more products of any one company you use, and the better integrated those products are, the more personalized and universal its everything app can be. Google even has a second contender in the race--its Gemini model, which, at the same conference, the company said will become a "universal AI assistant." Whether through Search or Gemini the company seems eager to integrate as many of its products and as much of its user data as possible.



On the surface, AI and the everything app seem set to dramatically change how people interact with technology--consolidating and streamlining search, social media, officeware, and more into a chatbot. But a bunch of everything apps vying for customers feels less like a race for innovation and more like empires warring over territory. Tech companies are running the same data-hungry playbook with their everything apps as they did in the markets that made them so dominant in the first place. Even OpenAI, which has evolved from a little-known nonprofit to a Silicon Valley behemoth, appears so eager to accumulate user data that it reportedly plans to launch a social-media network. The technology of the future looks awfully reliant on that of the past.
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Dear James: I'm Not Very Punk Rock

But I am quite convinced of the cruel pointlessness of existence. (Is this any way to live?)

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'm not very punk rock. Not even a little. I'm well into middle age and experiencing my first taste of the many small indignities sure to come. I wear sensible shoes with gel insoles scientifically designed to relieve the pain and discomfort of plantar fasciitis. I have long and detailed conversations about insurance.

And yet, in my heart, I believe that all is mendacity. That virtue is impossible. That the system crushes us all beneath its relentless wheel. I tell hilarious jokes about the cruel pointlessness of existence and receive only blank stares in return. If the world were to perish in flames, I'm pretty sure it would be no more than it deserved.

So my question to you is simple: Is this any way to live?

Also: Can you recommend any good bands?



Dear Reader,

You are punk rock to the tips of your gel-cushioned toes, my friend. Don't worry about that. I'm sorry that nobody's digging your nihilistic humor. Maybe work on your material a bit, soften the edges, angle it a touch toward the mainstream? Day-to-day discourse, in my experience, can absorb a remarkable amount of savage absurdism, gags about doom, and so on (this stuff is highly relatable!)--as long as you don't come off as aggressive or out of your mind. As long as you don't come off too punk rock.

To your larger point: How are we to live, make our way, proceed in the world when so much of said world is clearly an evil farce? (Huge pause while advice columnist slurps his coffee, stares out the window, and considers the question.) The punk rockers were not the first to have this insight, of course: The poets and the prophets have always known it. No one is more punk rock than the unknown author of Ecclesiastes. Or John Donne. Or Sylvia Plath. Or the author(s) of the Psalms, in certain moods.

The trick, I think, is to use this world-withering vision as a stimulant rather than as a philosophical end point. Don't let it shut you down; let it wake you up. Use it to sharpen your senses and file your encounters to a keen edge. As in: It's all bollocks and everyone dies, but wow, this bag of Dunkin' Donuts Snackin' Bacon tastes amazing. Or: It's all bollocks and everyone dies, so why don't I help this elderly person with her shopping? Use it, this flame of disgust, to refine your language!

Regarding bands, I have one word for you: Godflesh. (Cue sound of Godflesh fans across America falling to their knees in grateful assent.) It's all there. The beauty, the horror, the low end that purges your bowels, the guitar tone that scrapes the plaque from your heart. Start with Hymns.

Wanting to be sedated,

James



Dear James,

What are some great movies that have come out this year?



Dear Reader,

The last great movie I saw was Friendship. Profoundly awkward person (Tim Robinson) is absorbed at dizzying speed into charmed friend circle of smooth bro (Paul Rudd) and then--even more abruptly--rejected. At which point he shouts, in despair, "You made me feel too free! You accepted me too quickly!" Genius.

Feet up in the back row,

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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A Spectacular Eruption of Mount Etna

Yesterday morning, a plume of gas and ash destroyed part of the volcano's crater wall as pyroclastic flows ran down its slopes. Despite the spectacle, no damage was reported, though tourists did have to pause their visits for a time.

by Alan Taylor


Volcanic ash and steam rise from Mount Etna, as seen from Milo, Italy, on June 2, 2025. (Marco Restivo / Reuters)




A volcanic plume rises from the southeast crater of Mount Etna on June 2, 2025, seen from Catania, Italy. (Fabrizio Villa / Getty)




Plumes of volcanic ash rise from Mount Etna, as seen from Milo, Italy, on June 2, 2025. (Marco Restivo / Reuters)




A cloud of ash and gas rises as Etna erupts again, seen in Nicolosi, near Catania, on June 2, 2025. (Salvatore Allegra / Anadolu / Getty)




Ash and steam rise from Mount Etna, seen near Motta Camastra, Sicily, on June 2, 2025. (Joachim Herrmann / Reuters)




Steam rises from Mount Etna, as seen from Milo, on June 2, 2025. (Marco Restivo / Reuters)




Ash and steam erupt from Mount Etna, seen from Milo, on June 2, 2025. (Marco Restivo / Reuters)




A cloud of ash and gas rises above Etna, near Catania, on June 2, 2025. (Salvatore Allegra / Anadolu / Getty)




After its eruption earlier in the morning, tourists visit a less-active part of Mount Etna on June 2, 2025. (Joachim Herrmann / Reuters)




Mount Etna at sunset, seen from downtown Catania, appears calm after its violent eruption earlier in the day, on June 2, 2025. (Fabrizio Villa / Getty)
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Diddy's Trial Is Revealing a Conspiracy, but It's Not the One People Expected

The speculative guesswork distracts from the all-too-ordinary issues at the center of his case.

by Spencer Kornhaber




Over the past year and a half, I've kept finding myself in unexpected conversations about Diddy. Cab drivers, deli cooks, and far-flung uncles have all wanted to chat about the 55-year-old rapper who's now on trial for charges of sex trafficking, racketeering conspiracy, and transportation to engage in prostitution. There is, certainly, plenty to talk about: Federal prosecutors allege that the media mogul liked to throw baby-oil-slicked orgies--called "freak-offs"--where abuse and exploitation regularly occurred. (He pleaded not guilty; his lawyers say he never coerced anyone into anything.) But the conversations tend to be less about Sean "Diddy" Combs than about playing a guessing game: Who else was involved?

Some of the people I've spoken with had theories about Justin Bieber, citing rumors suggesting that the singer--a teenage protege of Diddy's--had been preyed upon ("Justin is not among Sean Combs' victims," Bieber's representative said in a statement last month). Others speculated that the Democratic Party, whose candidates Combs has campaigned for over the years, was in some way implicated in the case. Most of them agreed that Diddy was comparable to Jeffrey Epstein in that he was probably at the hub of a celebrity sex-crime ring.

Since the trial began a few weeks ago, it's become clear what these conversations were: distractions from the bleak, all-too-ordinary issues that this case is really about.

The wild nature of the conspiracist narratives surrounding Combs can't be overstated. In January, social-media users wondered if the fires that swept through glitzy L.A. neighborhoods were meant to destroy evidence pointing to the participation of other celebrities. On Amazon last year, sales spiked for a salacious memoir purportedly written by the rapper's late girlfriend, Kimberly Porter, and published by a self-described investigative journalist using the pseudonym Jamal T. Millwood--the latter being the supposed alias that Tupac used after he, according to legend, faked his death. (Amazon pulled the book from its offerings after Porter's family lambasted it as a forgery.) One viral fake news story, based on no evidence at all, said that Will Smith had sold one of his children into Combs's servitude. On Truth Social last fall, Donald Trump himself shared a meme featuring a fabricated image of Kamala Harris and Diddy, with text reading, "Madam vice president, have you ever been involved with or engaged in one of Puff Daddies freak offs?"

The media also stoked the fervor. A former bodyguard of Combs's gave an interview for a TMZ documentary saying that politicians, princes, and preachers were mixed up in the rapper's debauchery. The conservative influencer Charlie Kirk devoted a portion of one webcast to wondering, "Maybe P. Diddy has footage of Barack Obama doing something he shouldn't have been doing?" Piers Morgan hosted a singer, Jaguar Wright, who insinuated that Jay-Z and Beyonce had committed crimes much like the ones Diddy is charged with. After those stars issued a vigorous denial and threatened to sue, Morgan apologized and edited any mention of them out of the interview online--and then, in February, retired General Michael Flynn presented Wright with a "Defender of Freedom Award" at Mar-a-Lago.

A few actual facts underlay all of this QAnon-esque speculation. For more than a decade, Combs's legendary White Parties attracted a medley of stars to the Hamptons, Los Angeles, and Saint-Tropez. Attendees often joked publicly about how rowdy the festivities could get. Over the past year or so, dozens of people--an array of musicians, workers, models, and others who have crossed paths with him since the 1990s--have sued Combs for a variety of offenses (all of which he denies), and some of those suits have alluded to alleged misdeeds by other celebrities. (One lawsuit naming Jay-Z was dropped after the star denied the claim; he has since countersued for defamation.)

Read: Diddy's defenders

Still, the speed and sheer giddiness with which conspiracist thinking eclipsed the known details of Combs's case confirmed a few bleak realities about the psyche of a country in which economic inequality and sexual abuse are both stubbornly endemic. A whole class of politicians, commentators, and media platforms exist to exploit the resentments that everyday people hold toward the rich and famous. Meanwhile, rates of sexual harassment and assault--reportedly experienced by 82 percent of women and 42 percent of men in the United States in their lifetime--remain as high as they were when the #MeToo movement erupted in 2017. Examining the real reasons for this is less fun--and, for many, less profitable--than imagining that Hollywood is a front for ritualistic sadism.

The trial itself, which began in Manhattan on May 12, has not yet revealed a network of super-famous evildoers. Although the testimony has surfaced vivid and bizarre details about the rarefied lives of celebrities, it's also told an intimate, human, oddly familiar story about how power can warp relationships in all sorts of ways. I realized that in the random conversations I'd had leading up to the trial, I'd heard a lot about the imagined villains, and very little about the people they were said to have hurt.



Combs's downfall in the public eye began in November 2023, when an ex-girlfriend, the singer Cassie Ventura, filed a lawsuit alleging that he had raped and physically abused her. The suit was settled one day later out of court, but many of its details are resurfacing now. Although the federal trial against Combs is expected to last at least eight weeks and feature dozens of witnesses, Diddy and Ventura's relationship has been central to the testimony. Prosecutors say Combs ran an organized criminal enterprise that served, in part, to assist in and cover up this one woman's subjugation.

Ventura, now 38, was a 19-year-old aspiring R&B singer when she met Combs around 2005. He'd heard her first-ever single, "Me & U"; it would become a hit, but Diddy promised that he could guide her to a career of lasting success. He signed her to a 10-album deal with his label, Bad Boy Records, and released her debut album in 2006. It is still her only album to ever come out.

Their relationship soon evolved from professional to romantic. The singer said she'd initially rejected the rapper's advances but that she'd felt pressured to do what he wanted because her career was largely in his hands. He also reportedly provided her with gifts, threatened her with punishment, and supplied her with drugs until she felt he controlled her life. She said that he then used that control liberally, dictating what she wore, whom she socialized with, which medications she took.

Read: The myth of the "underage woman"

He also beat her. Hotel security-camera footage from 2016 published by CNN last year--and used as evidence in the trial--showed Combs chasing Ventura down a hallway, throwing her to the ground, kicking her, and pulling her by her sweatshirt. The video is a small and terrible glimpse into their relationship. Diddy is in a towel and clearly furious; Ventura, starkly alone, makes no effort to defend herself. "My behavior on that video is inexcusable," Combs said in a filmed mea culpa last year; during the trial, his lawyers have acknowledged that he was violent toward her.

Other witnesses in the trial have testified that the hotel assault was not an isolated incident. One former assistant, Capricorn Clark, reported seeing Combs repeatedly kick Ventura after learning that she'd been romantically involved with the rapper Kid Cudi. Another former assistant, George Kaplan, described a 2015 altercation between Combs and Ventura on Diddy's private jet. He heard the sound of breaking glass in a private area, where he then saw Combs standing and holding a whiskey glass over Ventura, who was on her back. According to Kaplan, Ventura screamed, "Isn't anybody seeing this?" No one on the plane intervened, Kaplan said.

The now-notorious freak-offs allegedly occurred against this backdrop of violence and intimidation. Ventura's lawsuit said that toward the beginning of Combs and Ventura's relationship, Combs hired a man to have sex with Ventura while Diddy watched. Encounters like that, involving sex workers and drugs, became regular occurrences that could last for days at a time. The freak-offs were, prosecutors say, "performances" for Combs's pleasure. And they affected the performers; Ventura testified to having medical problems, mental-health issues, and drug addiction as a result of them.

Read: The transparent cruelties of Diddy's entertainment machine

Combs's defense argues that Ventura willingly participated in these events. His lawyers have cited text messages in which she appears to express enthusiasm: "I'm always ready to freak off," she wrote to him in August 2009. Other texts suggest a more complicated picture--in 2017, Ventura wrote, "I love our FOs when we both want it." She and prosecutors assert that whenever she tried to resist Combs's commands, he would bring her to heel with physical violence and threats of blackmail and financial harm. Ventura's lawsuit alleged that when she tried to break up with him for good in 2018, he raped her in her home (an accusation that Diddy's defense has concertedly pushed back on during the trial).

Ventura is not the only alleged victim of Combs's. His employees have shared particularly disturbing stories: Clark said that Combs kidnapped her twice; a former assistant identified as Mia testified last week that the rapper repeatedly sexually assaulted her. (Diddy's lawyers dispute that the kidnappings ever happened and have questioned Mia's credibility.) Prosecutors are pursuing racketeering charges on the theory that Combs didn't act alone: For example, they say he may have had someone set Kid Cudi's car on fire (the defense denies Combs's involvement in that arson). In this way, Diddy's case is also a story about what happens when it's easier to take the check and not ask too many questions.

Read: What finally brought R. Kelly down

But fundamentally, the trial is another highly public test of the definition of consent. It recalls the prosecutions of Harvey Weinstein, the movie producer who allegedly dangled job prospects to women interested in the film industry in exchange for sex (one of his convictions was overturned last year and is being retried now). It also evokes R. Kelly, the musician who wooed aspiring singers with promises of career help and then violently kept them--and other women--in sexual servitude (behavior for which he is currently serving 31 years in prison).

And the issues here transcend celebrity. When #MeToo erupted eight years ago, it forced many everyday Americans to reexamine experiences they'd had in their workplaces and homes. The movement has, by many indications, petered out or even curdled into backlash: Yesterday, one of Diddy's lawyers asked Mia whether she was looking for a "Me Too money grab," which suggests he thinks the very words Me Too might be tinged for some jury members. But to sit with the allegations against Combs--and the experiences of the alleged victims--is to again be confronted with the underlying reasons that movement happened. It's to be confronted with the intolerable things that happen when men are given the power to pursue their desires however they want, and to extract whatever they want from their underlings.

A lot of people would evidently prefer to turn away from that confrontation--and to focus on fantasy. Since I started paying attention to the case, my YouTube algorithm has become polluted by videos with AI-generated courtroom sketches of stars such as Will Smith and Jay-Z, paired with totally imaginary testimony about their involvement in Combs's crimes. The videos are yet another sign that our society is losing any shared sense of reality. They do, however, have disclaimers stipulating that they are fiction, which raises the question: Why is this the story someone wants to hear?

Perhaps because tales of demonic Hollywood cabals offer a simple, clear-cut narrative that doesn't ask us to reflect on how domestic violence and sexual coercion really get perpetuated--and perhaps because that narrative benefits certain agendas. Last month, I tuned in to Asmongold, a popular Twitch streamer who interprets the daily news for a large audience of young, often aggrieved men. He had a glazed look in his eyes as TV news footage related to the trial played on his screen. Then he said, "I don't care about this case at all--until Diddy starts naming names."
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The GOP's New Medicaid Denialism

Unable to defend their health-care cuts on the merits, congressional Republicans have pivoted to magical thinking.

by Jonathan Chait




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


Congressional Republicans claim to have achieved something truly miraculous. Their One Big Beautiful Bill Act, they argue, would cut nearly $800 billion from Medicaid spending over 10 years without causing any Americans to lose health care--or, at least, without making anyone who loses health care worse off.

The Congressional Budget Office estimates that, by imposing Medicaid work requirements, the bill would eventually increase the uninsured population by at least 8.6 million. At first, Republican officials tried to defend this outcome on the grounds that it would affect only lazy people who refuse to work. This is clearly untrue, however. As voluminous research literature shows, work requirements achieve savings by implementing burdensome paperwork obligations that mostly take Medicaid from eligible beneficiaries, not 25-year-old guys who prefer playing video games to getting a job.

Perhaps for that reason, some Republicans in Washington are now making even more audacious claims. On CNN over the weekend, Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought insisted that "no one will lose coverage as a result of this bill." Likewise, Joni Ernst, a Republican senator from Iowa, recently told voters at a town hall, "Everyone says that Medicaid is being cut, people are going to see their benefits cut; that's not true." After one attendee shouted, "People will die," Ernst replied, "We all are going to die," and later doubled down on her comment on social media, attempting to equate concern that Medicaid cuts could harm people with believing in the tooth fairy.

Officials such as Vought and Ernst have not provided a detailed explanation of their blithe assurances. But there is one center of conservative thought that has attempted to defend these claims: the Wall Street Journal editorial page. Last week, it published an editorial headlined "The Medicaid Scare Campaign." The thesis is that the Medicaid cuts would "improve healthcare by expanding private insurance options, which provide better access and health outcomes than Medicaid."

This would be, as they say, huge if true: The GOP has found a way to give low-income Americans better health care while saving hundreds of billions in taxpayer money. The timing is even more remarkable, given that this wondrous solution has come along at precisely the moment when congressional Republicans are desperate for budget savings to partially offset the costs of a regressive and fiscally irresponsible tax cut.

Sadly, a close reading of The Wall Street Journal's editorial reveals that no such miracle is in the offing. Instead, the argument relies on a series of misunderstandings and non sequiturs to obscure the obvious fact that cutting Medicaid would make poor people sicker and more likely to die.

Jonathan Chait: The cynical Republican plan to cut Medicaid

The editorial begins by acknowledging a recent study's conclusion that Medicaid expansion under the Affordable Care Act reduced mortality by 2.5 percent among low-income American adults. This would imply that taking Medicaid away from people would cause many of them to die. Not so fast, the editorial insists: "The 2.5% difference in mortality for low-income adults between the expansion and non-expansion states wasn't statistically significant when disabled adults were included."

The implication is that the lifesaving effect of the Medicaid expansion disappears if you include disabled adults. In fact, Bruce Meyer, a University of Chicago economist and a co-author of the study, told me that the reason the study excluded disabled adults is that they were already eligible for public health insurance before the expansion. The way to measure the effect of a change is to focus on the population that was treated to the change. So either the Wall Street Journal editorial board is misleading its audience intentionally or it does not understand statistics. (Decades of Journal editorials provide ample grounds for both explanations.)

The editorial then suggests that Obamacare has not overcome other social factors that are causing people to die: "What's clear is that the ObamaCare expansion hasn't reduced deaths among lower-income, able-bodied adults. U.S. life expectancy remains about the same as it was in 2014 owing largely to increased deaths among such adults from drug overdoses and chronic diseases."

This passage, like the previous one, is intended to sound like a claim that giving people access to medical care does not reduce their likelihood of suffering a premature death. But that is not really what it's saying. The editorial is merely noting that the drug epidemic and other factors worked against the effects of the Medicaid expansion. Presumably, if the government had started throwing people off their health insurance at the same time that the drug-overdose epidemic was surging, then life expectancy would have gotten even worse.

The article goes on to explain that Medicaid reimburses doctors and hospitals at a lower rate than private insurance does. That is absolutely correct: In the United States, Medicaid is the cheapest existing way to give people access to medical care. The editorial laments that Medicaid recipients have worse outcomes than people on private insurance do. But the Republican plan isn't to put Medicaid recipients on private insurance, which would cost money. The plan is to take away even their extremely cheap insurance and leave them with nothing. (Well, not nothing: The editorial notes that the bill would double "the health-savings account contribution limit to $17,100 from $8,550 for families earning up to $150,000." For reference, in most states, a four-person household must earn less than $45,000 a year to be eligible for Medicaid.)

Finally, the editorial asserts, "The GOP bill is unlikely to cause many Americans to lose Medicaid coverage." Here is where I would analyze the editorial's support for this remarkable claim, but there is none. The sentence just floats by itself in a sea of text that bears no relationship to it.

Indeed, the editorial doesn't even attempt to explain why the official Congressional Budget Office estimate is dramatically wrong. Nor does it engage with the mountain of evidence showing that people who obtain Medicaid coverage tend, naturally enough, to be better off as a result. The near-universal belief that being able to see a doctor and buy medicine makes you healthier is the kind of presumption that would take extraordinary evidence to refute. The Wall Street Journal editorial offers none at all.

Advocates of the House bill have cultivated an aura of condescension toward anybody who states its plain implications. But even the most detailed attempt to substantiate their position consists entirely of deflections and half-truths. If this is the best case that can be made for worrying about the GOP's plan for Medicaid, then Americans should be worried indeed.
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        The Trump Administration Is Spending $2 Million to Figure Out Whether DEI Causes Plane Crashes
        Isaac Stanley-Becker

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.When President Donald Trump blamed diversity, equity, and inclusion programs for the deadly January crash at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport, some aviation officials were appalled. Some were simply perplexed. But few officials inside the Federal Aviation Administration took the president's remarks seriously.  Not so for the political leadership of the Department of Transportation. The FAA's parent...

      

      
        MAHA Has a Pizza Problem
        Nicholas Florko

        Every Monday and Wednesday, students at Channelview High School, outside Houston, are treated to Domino's for lunch. Delivery drivers from a local branch of the fast-food chain arrive at the school with dozens of pizzas fresh out of the oven, served in Domino's-branded cardboard boxes. Children can be picky eaters, but few foods are more universally enticing than freshly cooked pizza--let alone from a restaurant students are almost certainly already familiar with. "For kids to be able to see Oh, t...

      

      
        'I'm Treating Guys Who Would Never Be Caught Dead in a Casino'
        Hana Kiros

        Gambling has swallowed American sports culture whole. Until early 2018, sports betting was illegal under federal law; today, it's legal in 39 states and Washington, D.C. (and easy enough to access through backdoor channels even in the states where it isn't). During NFL games, gambling commercials air more often than ads for beer. Commentators analyze not just whether a team can win, but if they might win by at least the number of points by which they're favored on betting apps. Nearly half of men...

      

      
        When Pete Hegseth's Pentagon Tenure Started Going Sideways
        Ashley Parker

        Things were going fine for Pete Hegseth, right up until a chance encounter with the world's richest man. His pursuit of Donald Trump's agenda at the Pentagon had made him a star among the president's advisers. The former Fox News host had moved swiftly to roll back diversity initiatives in the military and to expand U.S. troops' role in halting immigration at the southern border. His willingness to challenge Republican orthodoxy on foreign policy and punch back at critics was seen as an asset as ...

      

      
        An Innocent Abroad in Mark Twain's Paris
        Caity Weaver

        Photographs by Benjamin MalaprisFor as long as Paris has existed, a group of people known by many names--derelicts; lollygaggers; scammers; bums--have sought to pass time there at no cost to themselves. Once, some 2,000 years ago, so many such personages (then known as barbarians) came to Paris simultaneously that the city was destroyed. Today, their descendants are politely called writers.One of the most successful to ever do it was a larkish American steamboat operator. In 1866, when he was 31, h...

      

      
        Trump Is Right About Affirmative Action
        Thomas Chatterton Williams

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.President Donald Trump's assault on what he broadly calls DEI has been slapdash and sadistic. That doesn't mean the system under attack should be maintained. Racial preferencing in university admissions as well as in employment and government contracting--more commonly understood as affirmative action--might once have been necessary, but long ago became glaringly unfair in practice. Affirmative action in coll...

      

      
        When My Teacher Made Me Pray
        Michael Sokolove

        When I was in second grade, my teacher made us pray that the law would change so that a day at school could once again begin with a prayer. I was 7, but even at that age, I knew there was something nonsensical about praying to be allowed to pray.This was at a public school outside Philadelphia in the 1960s, not that long after the Supreme Court ruled that prayer in public schools violated the Constitution. In our predominantly Catholic neighborhood, my family, with its three kids, seemed to me to...

      

      
        Mossad's Former Chief Calls the War in Gaza 'Useless'
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn John le Carre novels, the spies often lie and keep secrets even when they don't have to, because it's a "mentality," le Carre once explained, a way of living "you never shed." So it was notable when 250 veteran Israeli intelligence officers recently signed their names to an open letter demanding that Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu throw away his plans to escalate the war on Gaza. The war, they wrote, "doesn't contri...

      

      
        How Wittgenstein Can Make You Happier
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.My preoccupation with writing about meaning, love, and happiness derives from my desire to understand these parts of life more deeply, and impart to others whatever understanding I can glean. I will confess that this can be a frustrating task at times because I feel as though I can never get to the essence of these sublimities; words always feel inadequate. For a long time, I believed that at som...

      

      
        No One Can Offer Any Hope
        George Packer

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Every month or so I get a desperate message from a 25-year-old Afghan refugee in Pakistan. Another came just last week. I've written about Saman in the past. Because my intent today is to write about her place in the moral universe of Elon Musk and Vice President J. D. Vance, I'll compress her story to its basic details: During the Afghan War, Saman and her husband, Farhad (they requested pseudonyms for the...

      

      
        Feudalism Is Our Future
        Cullen Murphy

        Judging from news accounts and interviews, numerous people in and around the Trump administration are beguiled by imperial Rome. They see themselves as interpreters of its lessons--beware immigration; uphold masculinity; make babies--and inheritors of its majesty. A banner at this year's Conservative Political Action Conference, in Washington, D.C., depicted Donald Trump in Augustan profile, his brow garlanded with laurel leaves. Elon Musk styles himself "Imperator of Mars" and has named one of his...

      

      
        Inside the Creepy, Surprisingly Routine Business of Animal Cloning
        Bianca Bosker

        Photographs by Brian FinkeTwenty-seven years ago, Ty Lawrence began to be haunted by a slab of meat.The carcass, which he spotted at a slaughterhouse while doing research as a graduate student, defied the usual laws of nature. The best, highest-quality steaks--picture a rib eye festooned with ribbons of white fat--typically come from animals whose bodies yield a relatively paltry amount of meat, because the fat that flavors their muscles tends to correspond to an excess of blubber everywhere else. ...

      

      
        Mount Everest's Xenon-Gas Controversy Will Last Forever
        Alex Hutchinson

        It was a travesty--two travesties, actually, separate but inextricably linked. In May 1953, Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay became the first people to reach the summit of Mount Everest, a challenge that had killed more than a dozen people in the preceding decades and that scientists had once declared impossible. The catch: They breathed canisters of pure oxygen, an aid that the Everest pioneer George Mallory--one of those who died on the mountain--had once dismissed as "a damnable heresy."A month ...

      

      
        Why Skepticism About College Is Hard to Shake
        Isabel Fattal

        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.College-graduation ceremonies are expressions of joy, but also of relief. As photos are taken, tassels turned, hugs exchanged, the hope is that all of the hard work, and the money, will have been worth it.But many Americans aren't convinced that it is. Confidence in the institution of higher education h...

      

      
        Diddy's Trial Is Revealing a Conspiracy, but It's Not the One People Expected
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Over the past year and a half, I've kept finding myself in unexpected conversations about Diddy. Cab drivers, deli cooks, and far-flung uncles have all wanted to chat about the 55-year-old rapper who's now on trial for charges of sex trafficking, racketeering conspiracy, and transportation to engage in prostitution. There is, certainly, plenty to talk about: Federal prosecutors allege that the media mogul liked to throw baby-oil-slicked orgies--called "freak-offs"--where abuse and exploitation regularly occurred. (He pleaded not guilty;...

      

      
        A PTSD Therapy 'Seemed Too Good to Be True'
        Yasmin Tayag

        The morning of April 28, 2004, started like the rest of Jeff Turner's mornings in Iraq. Breakfast in the chow hall, a walk across the grounds to his station. The same sun, the same palm trees, the same desert. But the two distant thumps Turner heard as he left the hall were unusual. Boy, that sounds like mortars, he thought.The hall exploded first. Shards of its metal frame shot into his flesh. The second bomb erupted in the sand nearby, encircling him in smoke. Turner dove between two parked mai...

      

      
        Five Movies Worth a Repeat Watch
        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.Not all movies are meant to be watched twice. Some leave a glancing effect; others emanate so much intensity that the idea of sitting through them again feels unbearable. But then there are those films that draw you back in, even after you've seen it al...

      

      
        Archivists Aren't Ready for the 'Very Online' Era
        Michael Waters

        In February 1987, members of a queer-student group at Queens College, in New York, started jotting down their private thoughts in a communal composition book. As in a diary, each entry was signed and dated. Members wrote about parties they'd attended, speakers they wanted to invite to campus, questions they had about their sexuality. The book, now housed in an archive at the college, was also a place to vent and snipe. In November 1991, a student wrote in all caps, "I HATE QUEENS COLLEGE. I HATE ...

      

      
        A Ukrainian Crime Caper That Undermines Expectations
        Uilleam Blacker

        A relatively young Ukrainian state, having freed itself from Moscow's grasp, is trying to find its place as an independent nation in a changing world order. Moscow, however, decides to reclaim what it lost and sends an army to take Kyiv. An outnumbered Ukrainian force intercepts the Russian soldiers just north of the city. Ukraine's fate hangs in the balance.This is a description not of February 2022 but of January 1918, when the Bolsheviks advanced on Kyiv to crush the Ukrainian People's Republi...

      

      
        The Media Is Splitting in Two
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with a warning about how Donald Trump's second term has brought a more systematic and punishing assault on American media, through regulatory pressure, retaliatory lawsuits, and corporate intimidation.Then David is joined by the legendary newspaper editor Marty Baron to discuss how today's media institutions are struggling to stand up to power. Baron ...

      

      
        FEMA Is Not Prepared
        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Updated at 4:32 p.m. ET on June 4, 2025Who manages the disaster if the disaster managers are the disaster?That's a question that the people of the United States may have to answer soon. As hurricane season begins in the U.S., the Federal Emergency Management Agency is in disarray.Reuters reported yester...

      

      
        Big Tech's AI Endgame Is Coming Into Focus
        Matteo Wong

        If Google has its way, there will be no search bars, no search terms, no searching (at least not by humans). The very tool that has defined the company--and perhaps the entire internet--for nearly three decades could soon be overtaken by a chatbot. Last month, at its annual software conference, Google launched "AI Mode," the most drastic overhaul to its search engine in the company's history.The feature is different from the AI summaries that already show up in Google's search results, which appear...

      

      
        Dear James: I'm Not Very Punk Rock
        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'm not very punk rock. Not even a little. I'm well into middle age and experiencing my first taste of the many small indignities sure to come. I wear sensible shoes wit...

      

      
        A Spectacular Eruption of Mount Etna
        Alan Taylor

        Marco Restivo / ReutersVolcanic ash and steam rise from Mount Etna, as seen from Milo, Italy, on June 2, 2025.Fabrizio Villa / GettyA volcanic plume rises from the southeast crater of Mount Etna on June 2, 2025, seen from Catania, Italy.Marco Restivo / ReutersPlumes of volcanic ash rise from Mount Etna, as seen from Milo, Italy, on June 2, 2025.Salvatore Allegra / Anadolu / GettyA cloud of ash and gas rises as Etna erupts again, seen in Nicolosi, near Catania, on June 2, 2025.Joachim Herrmann / R...

      

      
        The GOP's New Medicaid Denialism
        Jonathan Chait

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Congressional Republicans claim to have achieved something truly miraculous. Their One Big Beautiful Bill Act, they argue, would cut nearly $800 billion from Medicaid spending over 10 years without causing any Americans to lose health care--or, at least, without making anyone who loses health care worse off.The Congressional Budget Office estimates that, by imposing Medicaid work requirements, the bill would...
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The Trump Administration Is Spending $2 Million to Figure Out Whether DEI Causes Plane Crashes

The president may be disappointed by the findings.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker




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


When President Donald Trump blamed diversity, equity, and inclusion programs for the deadly January crash at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport, some aviation officials were appalled. Some were simply perplexed. But few officials inside the Federal Aviation Administration took the president's remarks seriously.

Not so for the political leadership of the Department of Transportation. The FAA's parent agency agreed in March to spend as much as $2.1 million on an investigation into DEI policies and their impact on recent safety incidents. To conduct that investigation, the Trump administration has turned to Alex Spiro, a former prosecutor and a prominent defense attorney who has represented Elon Musk, among other billionaires and celebrities.

I obtained the "scope of work" document for Spiro's investigation, which is marked "privileged" and "confidential" and has not been previously reported. It shows how the president's musings--his accusations, he said at the time, were based on "very strong opinions and ideas"--translate into taxpayer-funded government action. It also reveals the cost of the administration's fixation on DEI at a time when the FAA is struggling to hire and retain air-traffic controllers, linchpins of aviation safety, and when Sean Duffy, the transportation secretary, is seeking funds to overhaul the country's antiquated air-traffic-control system. Recent radar outages at Newark Liberty International Airport have caused severe flight delays and spotlighted just how deep technology and staffing problems run.

The investigation by Spiro, a partner at the elite firm Quinn Emanuel Urquhart & Sullivan, is due to conclude soon, a person familiar with the dynamics told me, speaking on the condition of anonymity because of the confidentiality of the work. Contrary to what Trump may hope, it's not expected to find that programs aimed at ensuring representation for women and people of color are responsible for this year's string of aviation disasters, including the January crash at Reagan airport, which killed 67 people and prompted Trump's tirade against DEI.

That determination, several air-traffic controllers told me, hardly required a multimillion-dollar probe. It's true that past FAA hiring practices have been controversial. A biographical questionnaire introduced in 2014 as part of an effort to increase the diversity of the applicant pool faced criticism from candidates who said they'd lost out on jobs because they didn't fit a preferred profile. It was scrapped by Congress in 2018. Even if diversity preferences influence which candidates are sent to air-traffic facilities--"unlikely," as one controller put it to me--those candidates still have to be trained and recommended for certification by their peers and monitored by a supervisor, the controller said. Controllers have little incentive to recommend someone who isn't qualified, because that person could wind up next to them, jointly responsible for keeping planes in the air. "If that person can't do the job, they aren't making it through the hiring process," this controller told me.

Another controller put it more bluntly, calling the investigation a "waste of money." The controller pointed to severe strains on the workforce following a series of disturbing incidents caused by communications breakdowns and other disruptions, which led multiple controllers to request trauma leave. He told me, "That's $2 million that could have gone toward pain-and-suffering raises for controllers."

The scope-of-work document outlines exactly what the money is buying the government. Interviews with 10 to 15 "key stakeholders" were estimated to cost as much as $150,000 ("includes preparation and documentation of findings"), statistical analysis another $100,000 ("examination of data by expert statistician"). Finally, the cost of legal analysis was expected to total up to $1,800,000, covering document and data collection and examination as well as "legal memorandum preparation."

The investigation seeks to answer several questions: what DEI policies exist, how they influence the hiring of air-traffic controllers, and whether there's a link between DEI practices and recent safety incidents. To answer these questions, the firm said it would commit a team, including four former federal prosecutors with experience conducting investigations.

The investigation could end up costing the government more than the expected $2.1 million. Spiro's outline indicates that each additional week of work, beyond the anticipated two to three weeks, is estimated to add $200,000 to $300,000 in fees. Each additional interview required for the probe will also cost $10,000 to $15,000.

In a statement, a DOT spokesperson said "there is no price on safety."

"We launched this investigation because of DEI and cheating allegations inside the air traffic control organization," the spokesperson, Nate Sizemore, added. "It's a shame that the Atlantic thinks that should be dismissed."

The scope-of-work document was addressed to Pete Meachum, the chief of staff at the Department of Transportation and a former congressional aide to Duffy. A Wisconsin Republican, Duffy left Congress in 2019 to work as a lobbyist and a Fox Business co-host. Duffy was confirmed as Trump's transportation secretary on January 28. A day later, he signed what the department called a "Woke Rescission" memo, directing various offices to "identify and eliminate all Biden-era programs, policies, activities, rules, and orders that promote climate change activism, Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) initiatives, racial equity, gender identity policies, environmental justice, and other partisan objectives." That was the same day that American Airlines Flight 5342 collided with a U.S. Army helicopter near Reagan airport. Trump promptly blamed past Democratic presidents for the crash, suggesting that they had lowered standards for key aviation roles. "We must have only the highest standards for those who work in our aviation system," he said.

In a Fox interview following the crash, Duffy seemed to endorse the president's comments about DEI, saying, "You can't focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion when you try to hire air-traffic controllers. You focus on the best and the brightest."

A shortage of controllers means that the best and the brightest have been working long hours under stressful conditions, made worse by the departure of hundreds of FAA employees in crucial support roles who have accepted the government's offer of early retirement. Duffy told Congress last month that his department "can do more with less," suggesting that savings from staff reductions could be used to fund overdue infrastructure upgrades. And apparently investigations into DEI, as well.
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MAHA Has a Pizza Problem

Functionally banning school pizza is a tough sell.

by Nicholas Florko




Every Monday and Wednesday, students at Channelview High School, outside Houston, are treated to Domino's for lunch. Delivery drivers from a local branch of the fast-food chain arrive at the school with dozens of pizzas fresh out of the oven, served in Domino's-branded cardboard boxes. Children can be picky eaters, but few foods are more universally enticing than freshly cooked pizza--let alone from a restaurant students are almost certainly already familiar with. "For kids to be able to see Oh, they're serving Domino's, I think it makes a huge difference," Tanya Edwards, the district's director of nutrition, told me.



The deliveries are part of Domino's "Smart Slice" initiative, which sends pizzas to school districts around the country--often at little or no cost to students themselves. "Smart Slice" is part of the national school-lunch program, so taxpayers foot a portion of the bill to guarantee that every kid has lunch to eat. Despite kids' enthusiasm, you can see the problem: Students munching on free fast food might seem to embody everything wrong with the American diet. If school cafeterias can be thought of as classrooms where kids learn about food, giving them Domino's would be akin to teaching driver's-ed students how to drive by letting them play Grand Theft Auto.



The days of school Domino's--and school pizza in general--are numbered. Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and his supporters are on a mission to overhaul school lunch. Late last month, the Trump administration's Make America Healthy Again Commission released a highly anticipated report on children's health that pointed to school meals as one venue where ultra-processed foods are offered to kids unabated, contributing to obesity and other kinds of chronic disease. Unless cafeteria workers make school pizza from scratch, nearly every kind contains industrial ingredients that qualify the meal as an ultra-processed food. In effect, ridding school lunch of ultra-processed foods means the end of pizza day as we know it.



Many of the food reforms pushed by RFK Jr.'s movement are popular. Doing away with artificial food dyes, for example, is far more sensible than Kennedy's conspiracist views about vaccines. But in the case of banning most school pizza, RFK Jr. could be facing a tougher sell. MAHA's vision for food is about to run headfirst into a bunch of hungry kids in a school cafeteria.



Even though Domino's school pizza is delivered by Domino's drivers carrying Domino's pizza boxes, the company's Smart Slice is different from what would arrive at your door should you order a pie for dinner tonight. Cafeteria pizza has to abide by nutrition standards for school meals that the Obama administration spearheaded in 2010. The overly cheesy rectangular pizza with a cracker-like crust that you might have eaten in school no longer cuts it. Consider Domino's Smart Slice pepperoni pizza: It's made with mostly whole-wheat flour, low-fat cheese, and pepperoni that has half as much sodium than typical Domino's pepperoni. It's not a green salad by any means, but school Domino's is far from the worst thing kids could eat.



Other common cafeteria offerings--such as mini corndogs, mozzarella sticks, and chicken tenders--are also now more nutritious than in decades past. Those standards could still be improved (and we're still talking about corndogs, mozzarella sticks, and chicken tenders), but they have led companies to sell slightly healthier versions of their foods in schools. Research has shown that, on average, school meals are now the healthiest things kids eat in a day.



In an email, HHS Press Secretary Vianca N. Rodriguez Feliciano said that "while some of these products may technically meet outdated federal guidelines, they are still heavily engineered, nutritionally weak, and designed for corporate profit, not for the health of our kids." Indeed, school lunch starts to look considerably less healthy if you account for the growing concern over ultra-processed foods. Many school lunches are made in factories with chemicals such as emulsifiers and flavor enhancers you wouldn't find in a home kitchen. Eating lots of ultra-processed foods is associated with a range of maladies, including Type 2 diabetes and heart disease, though nutritionists are deeply divided on just how much we should be fretting over these industrial ingredients.



To some degree, whether school pizza should be avoided because it's ultra-processed is besides the point. By allowing Domino's into school cafeterias, the government also is essentially giving the company carte blanche to advertise its pizza. Serving Smart Slice out of a typical Domino's box gives "the false impression to children and parents that the less-healthy products served in their restaurants are healthy choices," Jennifer Harris, a food-marketing expert, told me in an email.



Kennedy has called for schools to serve "real food, whole food, farm-fresh food," instead of anything ultra-processed. It would, of course, be better for school cafeterias to swap out the pepperoni pizza with salad and chicken breast. But for many kids, school lunch subsidized by the government may be their only real meal of the day. At Channelview, where such a large portion of students are eligible for public assistance that everyone eats for free, simply getting food in kids' bellies is top of mind. "I can make a fancy little sweet-potato black-bean bowl, but I don't think my kids are going to eat it," Tanya Edwards said. "Instead, they are going to go home hungry, and I don't really know what they have at home."



The concern isn't theoretical. Evidence shows that when school meals are too healthy, a sizable portion of kids simply get off the lunch line. In the early 2010s, when the Los Angeles Unified School District overhauled its lunch offerings--an effort that included removing pizza from the menu--schools reported that massive amounts of food were landing in the trash. (The district later brought back pizza, and pepperoni pizza is now the district's most popular item, a spokesperson said.) Food waste is a perennial issue in school meal programs. A Department of Agriculture study of more than 100 schools found that an average of 31 percent of the vegetables included on observed school lunch trays were wasted. Pizza, however, was among the least wasted food, along with breaded and fried chicken patties and nuggets.



Even advocates for healthier school meals admit that there's a limit to how much students will tolerate healthier offerings. "We definitely need to harness school food to educate kids about healthy eating, but I don't think that means no pizza," Janet Poppendieck, a professor emerita at Hunter College who wrote a book on fixing school meals, told me. "We need to include healthy versions of kids' favorite foods; otherwise, I don't think they'll eat." In part to ensure that kids actually eat lunch, many school districts seem to have pizza day at least once a week. A spokesperson for Florida's Hillsborough County Public Schools, the seventh-largest district in the country, told me that its first, second, fifth, and seventh most popular entrees are all in the pizza family (No. 5 is mini calzones; No. 7 is pizza sticks). All told, the district has doled out nearly 3 million servings this school year.



If it wanted to, the Trump administration could simply force kids to suck it up and literally eat their vegetables. Technically the responsibility of overseeing the school-meal program falls to the USDA--which isn't under Kennedy's purview--but Secretary of Agriculture Brooke Rollins has signaled that she is onboard with MAHA-ing school lunch. Still, any attempt to enact a ban would likely invite significant backlash. In 2023, when the federal government floated the idea of banning the sale of sugary chocolate milk in elementary and middle schools, many parents flooded the government with complaints. So did some students: Ben, a fourth grader who left only his first name, wrote in an official comment to the USDA that it should abandon the proposal "because students are super MAD." Members of Congress also put pressure on regulators to stop the reform. The USDA later abandoned the chocolate-milk ban. In 2011, after the Obama administration released its new guidelines for school lunch, Republicans in Congress tried to fight back against healthier pizza by classifying the dish as a vegetable.



It's no wonder why MAHA has a problem with school pizza. Kennedy has pointed to corporate malfeasance as a leading source of America's diet problems. You don't have to be a fan of his to feel uneasy that Domino's, a fast-food company that sells philly-cheese-steak-loaded tater tots, is participating in a taxpayer-funded program meant to feed kids nutritious meals. But Kennedy's favored approach to food and, well, everything--big proposals and dramatic overhauls--isn't well suited to school meals. The health secretary might dream of kids eating from a salad bar stocked with seed-oil-free dressings five days a week, but ending school pizza day won't automatically make that happen. Telling kids what to eat is one thing; getting them to eat it is another.
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'I'm Treating Guys Who Would Never Be Caught Dead in a Casino'

Sports betting seems to be spurring a rise in gambling addiction--one that the U.S. isn't equipped to address.

by Hana Kiros




Gambling has swallowed American sports culture whole. Until early 2018, sports betting was illegal under federal law; today, it's legal in 39 states and Washington, D.C. (and easy enough to access through backdoor channels even in the states where it isn't). During NFL games, gambling commercials air more often than ads for beer. Commentators analyze not just whether a team can win, but if they might win by at least the number of points by which they're favored on betting apps. Nearly half of men younger than 50 now have an account with an online sports book, and Americans spent about $150 billion on sports wagers last year. I regularly get ads on my phone offering me a complimentary $200 in sports bets, as long as I gamble $5 first.

As betting has overrun American sports, other forms of gambling are also on the rise. According to industry data, American casinos are more popular now than at any point on record. The age of their average patron had been crawling upward for years, but since sports betting was legalized at the federal level, it has plummeted by nearly a decade, to approximately 42. Some signs point to gambling problems increasing, too. No centralized entity tracks gambling addiction, but if its scale comes even close to matching the new scale of sports betting, the United States is unequipped to deal with it.

In its power to ruin and even end lives, gambling addiction is remarkably similar to drug dependency. Imaging studies show that pathological gamblers and people with substance addictions share patterns of brain activity. They are more likely to experience liver disease, heart disease, and sleep deprivation, whether it originates in the anxiety of concealing a gambling addiction or because someone is up wagering on contests, such as cricket and table tennis, that happen in faraway time zones. The best national survey available, which dates to well before the rise of sports betting, found that 2 million to 4 million Americans will experience a gambling disorder at some point in their life; one in six people with a gambling disorder attempts suicide. Even if their death certificate says differently, "I've had several patients who died because of the emotional pain from their gambling disorder," Timothy Fong, a psychiatrist specializing in addiction treatment and a co-director of UCLA's gambling-studies program, told me.

Fong, like the other researchers I spoke with, said that rapid forms of gambling, especially those that allow you to place multiple bets at one time, tend to be especially addictive. For decades, sports betting mostly involved wagers on who'd win a match, by how much, and total points scored--outcomes resolved over the course of hours. Now apps offer endless in-game bets decided in seconds. Last year, I watched the Super Bowl with a friend who bet on the national anthem lasting less than 90.5 seconds--the smart money, according to the analysts. He lost when Reba McEntire belted the song's last words twice.

The ability to place one bet after another encourages a hallmark behavior of problem gamblers--when deep in the red, instead of walking away, they bet bigger. "Viewing sports gambling as a way to make money is likely to end badly," Joshua Grubbs, a gambling researcher at the University of New Mexico, told me. "Gamblers that think that gambling is a way toward economic success or financial payouts almost always have far more problem-gambling symptoms." And some apps actively blur the already hazy line between betting and other financial activities. For instance, the financial platform Robinhood, where millions of people trade meme stocks and manage their retirement accounts, began offering online sports "events contracts" (a type of investment whose payout depends on traders' correctly predicting the outcome of a specified event) during March Madness this year through a partnership with the financial exchange Kalshi. (A Robinhood spokesperson told me this "emergent asset class" differs significantly from sports betting because users, not the house, set the prices, and can more easily exit their positions. But the experience of "investing" in an events contract is virtually indistinguishable from betting.) Financial markets have recently started offering services like this even in states where sports betting is illegal. State gambling regulators have called foul, but the federal government has so far made no move to stop the companies. As the courts sort out whether any of this is legal, Robinhood decided to let customers trade on the Indy 500 and the French Open.

Several recent trends suggest that problem gambling might be on the rise in the U.S. Calls to state gambling helplines have increased. (This might be partly explained by advocacy groups marketing their helplines more aggressively than ever; gambling companies also tack the numbers onto their ubiquitous ads.) Fong said that he was recently invited to speak to a consortium of family lawyers, whose divorce clients have started asking, "How do I protect my children from the damage of their father's gambling?" Researchers and counselors are especially worried about single young men who play in fantasy sports leagues, bet on sports, day trade, and consider gambling a good way to make money. Gamblers Anonymous is rolling out groups for young people. "I'm treating guys who would never be caught dead in a casino," James Whelan, a clinical psychologist who runs treatment clinics for gambling addiction in Tennessee, told me.

Read: How casinos enable gambling addicts

These imperfect proxy measures, along with incomplete data trickling out of a few states, are the best indicators that researchers have about the extent of gambling addiction. Experts are also unsure how long any increase in problem gambling might last: Some studies suggest that the prevalence of gambling problems tends to equalize after a spike, but those findings are usually limited to physical casinos and remain debated within the field. According to researchers I spoke with, no study has established the prevalence of gambling addiction in the U.S. since sports betting became widespread. Federal agencies dedicated to alcoholism and substance abuse allocate billions of research dollars to American universities every year. Yet for decades, the federal government--the largest funder of American research--has earmarked zero dollars for research on gambling activity or addiction specifically, despite collecting millions annually from gambling taxes. (The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, which collects national data on behavioral health and funds research into it, declined to comment.)

Gambling-addiction treatment is "50 years behind where we are with drugs or alcohol or any other substance," Michael Sciandra, the executive director of the Nebraska Council on Problem Gambling, told me. Doctors and therapists, even those who specialize in treating addiction, rarely screen for issues with gambling, he said. Among the handful of dedicated gambling-addiction treatment providers around the country, many deploy cognitive behavioral therapy, which studies suggest can at least temporarily improve patients' quality of life and reduce the severity of their gambling problem. But discrepancies in treatment approaches and tiny trial sizes make it difficult to say exactly how many patients the therapy helps. Two medications used to treat alcoholism and opioid addiction have also been found to reduce the severity of gambling addiction across a handful of small clinical trials. But the evidence needed for FDA approval would require large and expensive clinical trials that no one seems eager to fund, Marc Potenza, the director of Yale's Center of Excellence in Gambling Research, told me.

Because the federal government doesn't fund gambling-addiction treatment, each state decides what resources to make available. A Tennessee caller to the national helpline 1-800-GAMBLER might be put through to their state's helpline and then connected to the network of government-subsidized clinics Whelan runs across the state. But in states with bare-bones offerings, workers typically refer callers to peer-support groups such as Gamblers Anonymous, or to online resources on budgeting, says Cole Wogoman, a director at the National Council on Problem Gambling, which runs the helpline. Studies have found that each of these strategies is less effective than therapy.

Charles Fain Lehman: Legalizing sports gambling was a huge mistake

Texas could be an example of how unprepared the U.S. is to deal with any increase in problem gamblers. The state's gambling laws are among the strictest in the country, and yet it still sends the second-highest number of callers (behind California) to 1-800-GAMBLER. This November, Texans might vote on a constitutional amendment to allow sports betting. The state of more than 30 million has no funding for gambling treatment and only three certified gambling counselors, according to Carol Ann Maner, who is one of them. The state's official hub for gambling help, which Maner leads, was founded just this spring.

Once they find the money, Maner and her colleagues plan to finally set up the state's own helpline. But first, they need to recruit and train more therapists for a job that, thanks to a lack of state and federal funding, might require turning away uninsured clients. That's a daunting task. Finding the apps Texans can use to get around gambling restrictions is easy.
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When Pete Hegseth's Pentagon Tenure Started Going Sideways

The defense secretary annoyed Donald Trump with a favor for Elon Musk. Hegseth's problems only grew from there.

by Missy Ryan, Ashley Parker




Things were going fine for Pete Hegseth, right up until a chance encounter with the world's richest man. His pursuit of Donald Trump's agenda at the Pentagon had made him a star among the president's advisers. The former Fox News host had moved swiftly to roll back diversity initiatives in the military and to expand U.S. troops' role in halting immigration at the southern border. His willingness to challenge Republican orthodoxy on foreign policy and punch back at critics was seen as an asset as Trump began his second term.



But then, in mid-March, Hegseth bumped into Elon Musk in a White House hallway, and extended an ill-fated invitation to the tech titan for an exclusive military briefing.



"Up until then, DOD had been the golden child," one person familiar with Hegseth's office told us.



When Trump learned about the proposed briefing the night before it was scheduled to take place, he was displeased. Although Hegseth denied a New York Times report that the March 21 meeting would focus on plans for potential war with Beijing, Trump told others that any presentation on China would be inappropriate for Musk, who has extensive business interests there, according to people familiar with the president's reaction. The very idea that top officers would brief the businessman in the Tank--the secure Pentagon conference room where the military brass assembles for visits by the commander in chief--added to an unwelcome perception that Musk wielded outsize government power.



In a call hours after the Times story appeared, Trump made clear to Hegseth that the briefing was "a bad look" for the administration, according to individuals with knowledge of the call. When Hegseth visited the White House the next day to debut the Air Force's newest fighter jet, Trump again conveyed his displeasure. "This is crazy and stupid," Trump said of the briefing, one of these people told us. "Why would we even do this?"



Jonathan Lemire: Why Trump is standing by Hegseth, for now



Trump reserved most of his ire for Musk and did not express anger toward Hegseth personally, White House officials told us. Yet the Musk episode, and Trump's response to Hegseth, details of which have not been previously reported, represented a turning point for the new Pentagon chief, according to people familiar with his tenure who spoke with us on the condition of anonymity. Since then, a series of embarrassing revelations, including Hegseth's disclosure of military attack plans on the messaging app Signal, have fueled turmoil and suspicion at the Pentagon's highest levels. They have also intensified public scrutiny of Hegseth's judgment and deepened questions about his ability to deliver on the president's military priorities, including pushing back against China and demonstrating American strength, which the president believes was eroded by his predecessor. "Things were heading in the right direction," the person familiar with Hegseth's office added. "But then the leaks and Signalgate just really fucked up Pete."

Hegseth oversees a workforce of more than 3 million, and a budget of close to $1 trillion, without a chief of staff. His shrunken circle of close aides lacks extensive Pentagon experience. Key military commanders are preparing to retire without replacements in sight. Sidelined aides have aired details of unseemly feuds at the department's senior levels, and a series of unflattering media reports have fueled what numerous officials describe as Hegseth's fixation on stopping leaks.



White House officials say that Trump continues to support Hegseth--the defense chief's job is "100 percent safe," one told us. This official also noted that in addition to having Trump's affection, Hegseth is personally liked by both Vice President J. D. Vance and White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles. White House Deputy Press Secretary Anna Kelly told us that the entire administration remains "fully behind Secretary Hegseth's mission to prioritize our warfighters, eliminate terrorists, and restore common sense at the DOD." But scores of congressional Democrats have called on Hegseth to resign. One Republican, Representative Don Bacon of Nebraska, has suggested that he be fired.



Musk's Pentagon visit originated from a conversation in Musk's sparsely furnished office that followed their impromptu meeting in a White House hallway, when Hegseth suggested that Musk come over to the Pentagon to talk with senior military leaders. The defense chief later authorized the meeting to be held in the Tank. Several people told us that Hegseth's invitation came at a moment when the Defense Department, like other agencies across the government, was facing the prospect of cuts by Musk's Department of Government Efficiency. While Hegseth has touted DOGE's steps to reduce the number of federal contractors and other personnel, DOD was not driving the process. The invitation represented a chance for Pentagon leaders to help steer DOGE's direction in cutting one of the world's largest bureaucracies. (A representative for Musk did not respond to multiple requests for comment.)



Tom Nichols: Pete Hegseth's patriotic duty is to resign



Just three days after Musk's Pentagon visit, Hegseth's judgment again came into question when Jeffrey Goldberg, the editor in chief of The Atlantic, revealed that he had been added to a high-level Signal chat about plans to bomb Houthi militants in Yemen. Although then-National Security Adviser Michael Waltz had inadvertently invited Goldberg to the thread, it was Hegseth who escalated the exchange by posting details of an imminent attack on Houthi targets, including the precise times when U.S. jets would be flying over their targets in Yemen. Current and former officials have said that such advance attack information would typically be highly classified because of the danger its disclosure could pose to pilots.



A cascade of other revelations followed, including stories detailing the unusual role that Hegseth's wife, Jennifer, has played in his work at the Pentagon, where she has attended meetings with foreign officials and issued orders related to her husband's media appearances. News reports also revealed that Hegseth gave his younger brother a senior Pentagon role and authorized the installation of a makeup studio at a cost of thousands of dollars. Current and former officials told us that Hegseth has since threatened to polygraph numerous senior officials, including the acting chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He has also overturned decades of tradition in the military's relationship with the press, ousting media outlets from their long-standing Pentagon workspaces in favor of Trump-friendly voices and ending reporters' access to most of the building.



When The Atlantic interviewed Trump in the Oval Office in late April, the president said he'd had "a talk" with Hegseth about the various embarrassing reports, predicting, "I think he's gonna get it together."



Yet the Musk and Signal episodes reveal what some individuals familiar with Hegseth's tenure described to us as his tendency to use his position heading the world's most advanced military as a "flex." He attempts to impress others with his access to sensitive information and his power to direct American forces, even if it means a little indiscretion along the way, they said. "He's got this $180,000 Ferrari. That's the Pentagon for him," another person familiar with Hegseth's office told us. "And he likes to show it off."



Hegseth created further controversy after he elevated Ricky Buria, a Marine who'd been serving as a military aide when Hegseth took office, to a senior role and sought to name him as chief of staff. Buria often made demands of more senior officers, and his sudden promotion to a senior political position rubbed many in the rank-conscious military the wrong way.



Trump personally blocked Buria from the chief-of-staff job because of his ties to Lloyd Austin, Joe Biden's Pentagon chief, White House officials told us. People familiar with Pentagon staffing told us that the White House had explored hiring at least four replacements for Joe Kasper, who had abruptly left the chief-of-staff job in April to take a new role in the department, but that none had worked out.



The chief Pentagon spokesperson, Sean Parnell, said in a statement that personnel changes are a "natural and necessary feature of any highly effective organization."



"Americans outside the beltway don't care about 'palace intrigue' or sensationalized mainstream media gossip," Parnell said. "They care about action."

In response to suggestions from the White House, the Pentagon has in recent weeks begun to slowly expand its media engagement beyond MAGA-friendly outlets, taking reporters from several mainstream print-news organizations on Hegseth's travels to Latin America and Asia. Kingsley Wilson, Hegseth's Pentagon press secretary, told us that Hegseth's travels have involved bringing along journalists from "a wide range of outlets." Hegseth, however, has stuck to a rote playbook in responding to unfavorable news: attempt to discredit the media, then pivot to his efforts to rebuild the military and restore the "warrior ethos" he says was lost under Democratic leaders. "This is what the media does," he told reporters during a family Easter event at the White House, children in party attire looking on from behind. He gestured at the journalists assembled before him, calling them "hoaxsters." "They try to slash and burn people and ruin their reputations. It's not going to work with me."



Jason Dempsey: Hegseth has all the wrong enemies



Trump has stood by his Pentagon chief, suggesting that he admires the combative approach Hegseth takes in attacking administration detractors. He is a "tough cookie" who "went through a lot," the president said late last month. Trump also spent significant political capital pushing through Hegseth's nomination--Vance had to cast the tiebreaking vote after the Senate deadlocked on confirmation at 50-50--and is reluctant to abandon him now, especially because it might look like giving the media a scalp.



That support will be tested next week, when Hegseth begins a series of hearings on Capitol Hill convened to address the administration's budget requests. Hegseth is sure to face difficult questions from Democrats, including on his handling of sensitive  information, the upheaval in the Pentagon's upper ranks, and his firing of senior military officials. Those officers include the second-ever Black chairman of the Joint Chiefs and the first female Navy chief, both of whom Hegseth previously suggested were promoted because of their race and gender, respectively. Top Republicans, meanwhile, are unhappy with an administration spending proposal that they say doesn't include enough money for defense.



Many at the Pentagon question how long the president's backing for their boss will last. During his first term, Trump cycled through four defense secretaries and four national security advisers. He also voiced support for Waltz until the former national security adviser was pushed aside last month and asked to take a less powerful role, at the United Nations.



Although the president appears to appreciate Hegseth's pugnacious public style, he may require more from his defense secretary over time, as the administration faces pressure to deliver on a set of complex and interlocking goals, including fixing a byzantine military-procurement system, reviving a diminished defense industry, and strengthening America's response to China's military rise.



Fighters endear themselves to Trump, one person told us, "but you can't have a one-dimensional game. At a certain point, it's going to get old."
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An Innocent Abroad in Mark Twain's Paris

My quest for a true literary experience resulted in <em>choucroute</em>, a surprise organ feast, an epiphany at the Louvre, existential dread, and a rowboat.

by Caity Weaver

For as long as Paris has existed, a group of people known by many names--derelicts; lollygaggers; scammers; bums--have sought to pass time there at no cost to themselves. Once, some 2,000 years ago, so many such personages (then known as barbarians) came to Paris simultaneously that the city was destroyed. Today, their descendants are politely called writers.

One of the most successful to ever do it was a larkish American steamboat operator. In 1866, when he was 31, he convinced a San Francisco newspaper that the crucial thing to do in the lurid gloaming following the Civil War--as Army officials were yet racing to recover human remains before they were eaten by hogs--was to send him on a five-month "great pleasure excursion" through Europe and the Middle East at the paper's expense. In exchange, he would send back riotous letters describing his trip. And that is how Mark Twain got to Paris.

These letters formed the spine of The Innocents Abroad, or the New Pilgrim's Progress, which sold more than 70,000 copies the year it was published. The account slingshotted Twain to stardom; none of his other books was as popular in his lifetime. It even birthed a new stereotype, belief in which would proliferate long after his death.

The caricature of the Ugly American--the loud, self-absorbed, unsophisticated tourist--was robustly embodied in Innocents' picaresque narrative. While the boorish behavior of Twain's shipmates is cataloged throughout (snapping off pieces of ancient monuments for souvenirs, for instance), his most flamboyant portrayal is a self-portrait. Did Twain earnestly intend to attack cunning Parisian tour guides with his "tomahawk" on a future visit? Probably not. But that's not to say the desire was wholly absent. The punch of the stereotype derives from its resemblance to God's honest truth.

In the mid-19th century, an American holidaying in Paris was a logistical feat. And although the oceanic and overland legs of Twain's journey required more patience and stamina than even a flight out of Newark, the hassle--and, more especially, the expense--worked in his favor. His task was to describe a place his readers were unlikely to have seen even in photographs.

One hundred fifty-eight years after Mark Twain's visit, the number of Americans who travel to Europe annually far surpasses the population of the United States in the year he was born. Many of them--more than 3 million in 2022--head straight to France, which is now the most-visited country on Earth. Virtually every living American, save those blind from infancy, has seen images of Paris. There is no need for a civilian to travel there and describe it. And yet, the wastrel, the conniver--the author--must ask: Wouldn't it be best to send one more? Just to be sure? Isn't it possible that dispatching a 21st-century writer to Paris to tramp along in Twain's wake might enhance the modern reader's appreciation of Twain's work by proxy? It's certainly not impossible. Shouldn't we follow this instinct? Mightn't it be flat-out imperative for us to do so?

And that is how I got to Paris!


For as long as Paris has existed, writers have sought to pass time there at no cost to themselves. (Benjamin Malapris for The Atlantic)



If the last time you saw Paris was 2,250 years ago, you may be dismayed to learn that the tiny outpost you have always regarded as a serviceable fishing spot now teems with a large selection of museums and restaurants, many of which are not worth going to, and also that it is now full of French people. But a traveler from Twain's time would recognize present-day Paris much more readily than, say, Orlando. The heart of Paris, now as then, spans the colors of a March sky at dusk: pale gold, chilly white, slate blue. This palette is the legacy of Georges-Eugene Haussmann, who was wrapping up a tectonic two-decade remodeling project when Twain arrived. At Napoleon III's behest, Haussmann had taken a scouring brush to the city, replacing the airless tenements and lightless alleys that had housed Parisians since medieval times with limestone edifices and stately boulevards flanked by well-proportioned horse chestnut trees. A century and a half later, the quietly majestic neighborhoods invite admiration. Why doesn't every city look like this? you wonder. They can't afford to is the answer. Modern Paris is an elegant monument to Haussmann's profligacy; he was fired for spending stupefying sums of public money to force it up like winter tulips.

Read: The Innocents Abroad, or the New Pilgrim's Progress

Of course, the city was not yet a tasteful heirloom when Mark Twain tore through it; it was all new. (Emperor Napoleon, he wrote approvingly, was "annihilating the crooked streets.") There have been a handful of updates to Paris since the 1860s. Notably, they've added a gigantic iron tower. And it used to be that anyone could walk right into the city morgue and have a look around, as Twain did. ("On a slanting stone," he recalled, "lay a drowned man, naked, swollen, purple; clasping the fragment of a broken bush with a grip which death had so petrified that human strength could not unloose it.") They don't let you do that anymore. And so the uncomfortable question must be posed: Is it still worth going there?


A traveler from Twain's time would recognize present-day Paris much more readily than, say, Orlando. (Benjamin Malapris for The Atlantic)



Twain blew like a derecho into Paris on a Saturday as evening fell. Reality--in the sense of "the truth"; in the sense of "what really happened"--was more ephemeral in the 19th century. Assuming that Twain's timeline of recorded events is accurate, the author did not sit down to supper until after an 11 p.m. billiards game. Modeling this, I book my first dinner reservation for 11:30 p.m.

There is no evidence that Twain dined at Bofinger, but he might have; it opened in 1864. I select the brasserie because its name bears a striking similarity to one that Twain records as "Billfinger." The author's Billfinger is his Parisian tour guide; Twain describes his name as "atrocious," "nauseating," and "unbearable." He and his friends, he wrote, immediately rechristened the man "Ferguson."

Bofinger's menu indulges in no English hand-holding. This poses no problem; I speak and understand French. The dining room's walls are nitid beeswax yellow. In its center, a flower arrangement as big as a man explodes under the navel of an enormous stained-glass dome. When I arrive at half past 11, only a handful of other patrons linger at the white-clothed tables--

Ummm, what?! It appears that some jealous saboteur has (to what end??) sunk a bevy of hazardous stumbling blocks into the menu to trip me up, to cripple and batter my award-winning high-school French beyond all utility. Every word I recognize is preceded or followed by--sometimes hidden among--entirely novel arrangements of letters. Do I want "supreme of [something] French (feminine)"? Or "egg fresh air [something]"? This is not very bon. At a table opposite mine sit the two Frenchest men I have ever seen: One, gray ponytail secured with a voluminous black scrunchie, lolls in his small wooden chair like a great brass bell; the other--the clapper--is dressed like Billy Crystal in 1989. They are sharing a preposterous meat feast directly out of a metal pan, served aloft over an open flame. A waiter walks by and pours what appears to be water on top of their food. I temper my hopes; I will deem the meal a successful French experience as long as I manage not to order that.

One section of the menu broadcasts the same unfamiliar word five times: choucroute. In a panic, I order the "choucroute Bofinger." The waiter overhauls my pronunciation with a sigh. (He is, to use Twain's phrasing, "so fearfully and wonderfully Frenchy.") Choucroute--write this down--is sauerkraut; I receive a savanna-size portion. Heaped upon it: pork products representing every hue on the glistening spectrum from brown to pink (rosy ham hock, charred pork belly, thick shoulder slices, a common hot dog). I have ordered an entire Easter dinner for myself to eat alone at midnight. This is, naturally, the selfsame meat feast being shared by the two grown men at the table opposite.


The choucroute Bofinger at the eponymous brasserie, which was open at the time of Mark Twain's visit (Benjamin Malapris for The Atlantic)



The ponytailed man catches my eye and genially roars, "[Something]!" His English is as good as my French; we carry on a mutually unintelligible conversation across our tables for several minutes. He reveals that he is a movie producer whose principal business is the manufacture of bionic limbs [could that be right?]. The other man--his cousin, he says--speaks English quite well, and possesses intimate familiarity with the geographic distribution of Native tribes across North America. I find myself at their table, knocking back the second glass of champagne the ponytailed man has ordered me. What do I think of Trohn? he asks. He does a faultless, silent impression of Donald Trump peering poutfully around the dining room. Which is now empty, by the way. The glowing brasserie is shut tight as a jeweled music box with all of us inside it. The Metro, which I took to dinner, is no longer running.

Trohn volunteers to drive me home. (Well, he volunteers his cousin to drive him home, and orders him to drop me off on the way.) His cousin assures me that even though my hotel is not in the right direction, no location is out of his way: "It's very small--Paris." Mark Twain, I think, would get in the car. I discreetly turn on my iPhone's location-sharing feature as we head for their Pomeranian-size vehicle.

It is possible that even if I spoke perfect French, Trohn would still boom to me, as I buckle my seat belt, "I drink Coca-Colaaaaaa euuhhhh!" But I suspect that he is merely leaping from one iceberg of meltingly recalled English names and phrases to another, not unlike the very famuzz polar bears du Coca-Colaaaaaa attempting to survive their rapidly warming habitat. He invites me to smoke in his car and, when I decline, divulges that if you want to do drugs in the street in New York City, it's "no problem"--but if you try to light one cigarette, your daughter's new American friends will yell at you and scream "'Aaaaaaaah!'" He asks me if I remember the club, famuzz club, in New York, soixante dix huit (78). "Studio 54!" I say. "Oh la la la la!" he says.

"Occasionally," Twain wrote, "merely for the pleasure of being cruel, we put unoffending Frenchmen on the rack with questions framed in the incomprehensible jargon of their native language, and while they writhed we impaled them, we peppered them, we scarified them, with their own vile verbs and participles." My attempts at French glance off Trohn like best wishes fired at the scruff of a T. rex. He indicates a store where I should buy "parfem."

"PahrFYUME!" his cousin corrects.

"ParFOOM!" Trohn revises. He gives me his phone number as the car stops immediately outside my hotel's front door. If I want to come to dinner again, or if I have "any problems" with my passport, he says, I should let him know.

I wake up an hour before I am due at the Louvre.

| This is what I imagine I will write in this space shortly after the cousins drop me off at my hotel, around 2 a.m., as I set a fusillade of alarms to rouse me a few hours hence; the rest of the paragraph will detail my boulangerie breakfast, and perhaps identify a unique quality of Paris morning light that has heretofore escaped most people's notice for thousands of years.

I wake up 10 minutes before I need to be at the Louvre. I have to assume there's light of some kind, all around. Mercifully, my hotel's proudest feature is that it is across the street from the Louvre. This is the closest I can get to rooming where Mark Twain slept; his hotel was located on the other side of the street. Despite his proximity, Twain himself barely made it to the Louvre--or so he wrote.

At the museum's underground entrance, more people are lined up than I have seen, cumulatively, in my entire life. This is infuriating--I don't care about the Louvre! If this weren't the Louvre, I wouldn't even go.

I fear this is not going to sound very intelligent: Once inside, I discover that the Louvre is good, actually. You know what is the extremely most good? The Mona Lisa room. That's my insider tip: Traveling to Paris? Consider visiting the Louvre--and be sure to check out a picture called the Mona Lisa.

Leonardo da Vinci's nearly finished portrait of a woman named Lisa has been on display at the museum almost continuously since 1797, except during the World Wars, when it was spirited offsite, plus the brief period when Napoleon hung it in his bedroom (1800-04). It may have been viewed as a technical masterpiece even as da Vinci was painting it on poplar in the early 1500s; certainly by 1550, it was known, at least, to be really very nice. But its theft by a Louvre employee in 1911--and its recovery in 1913--transformed it into the most famous artwork in the world.

Read: The science behind Mona Lisa's smile

"Jesus Christ!" yelps a young man straight into my ear as we plunge into a sluggish human river. Somewhere in the vicinity of this skylit corridor, sequestered in an air-conditioned box, Lisa is growing imperceptibly yellower with each passing hour. But from this vantage point, it is impossible to even see the room where this is happening. The hallway is a nearly solid mass of tourists who trudge forward grim and mute as prisoners chained together at the ankles, condemned to the gallows.

The bad news: You already know, to an astonishing degree of detail, what the Mona Lisa looks like, and no additional characteristics are visible across the gulf of several feet that the museum imposes between bulletproof-glass case and visitor. The good news: In the 21st century, the painting is best enjoyed by turning one's back on it. The charcoal-blue room where the portrait hangs offers perhaps the best, most concentrated diversity of people-watching anywhere on the planet. I recommend standing off to the side, underneath--who cares, but if you must know--Supper at Emmaus, by Paolo Veronese.

Take in the scene as an alien might. What is happening? There appear to be representatives from every region of Earth, in developmental stages ranging from howling baby to the gloriously aged, clad in chartreuse spandex bell-bottoms, dove-gray peacoats, olive-green track pants, white fur boleros, tank tops, cardigans, belly shirts, trench coats, stilettos, sneakers, knee-high leather boots, lace-up tops, button-down shirts, miniskirts, sweatshirts, paisley bandannas, and on and on. The assembled arrange themselves, without conflict, in a constantly dense yet ever-emptying block in the center of the room. Their focus is fixed on a single object. It depicts a person whom the crowd regards not with joy, nor with fear, but with a kind of dutiful reverence; the figure is clearly a personage of some power, perhaps of religious significance. The object is cordoned off with tall black dividers; from the side, you can observe an endless ballet of wrists and hands floating skyward. Each hand holds an electronic device, which it shows to the figure for a second or two before lowering it; then the device's owner exits. The object seems to relate to the devices in some way; perhaps the long-haired man it depicts was the inventor of the devices; perhaps this room is where he died.


Take in the sight of the Mona Lisa room at the Louvre as an alien might. What is happening? (Benjamin Malapris for The Atlantic)



At the right time of day, this scene is not only entertaining, but beautiful. Nearly every pilgrim cants his or her head to examine the screen of the phone through which he or she views the painting. Around noon, when I visit, the milky sunlight cautiously diffused through the room's glass ceiling illuminates their faces until they resemble witnesses to miracles rendered in oils by the Renaissance masters. I spend an hour here, and would linger for another, but journalistic obligations compel my exit. I have booked a three-hour sauce-making class that starts at 1 p.m.

This is the unpitiable dilemma of the professional lollygagger: You pine to be assigned a travel story because, you think, how hard could it be? You already have experience going places--to Target, to bed; you go to those places all the time--and this is just that, except, God willing, you're going somewhere nicer than Target and getting paid for it, and all you have to do is write down what happens. Your husband's goodbye kiss is a jealous peck; he believes, in his heart, that you have wrangled yourself a free vacation.

In fact, what you have summoned is an extended paranoid dissociative episode, in which, every second you are awake, you are asking yourself, over the thrum of your racing heart, Is this moment interesting? Is this moment interesting? How would a fascinating person describe my life? You make unhinged decisions in the pursuit of mild interest, such as getting into a car in the middle of the night with men you started talking with after you ordered too much ham, because it would be perfect for the story, actually, if you got kidnapped. And if you happen to stumble upon something that unexpectedly holds your attention, you are soon compelled to leave it--lest life fall flat when allowed to direct itself.

Mark Twain seems never to have experienced such agita. His breezy accounts betray no anxiety to justify the expense of sending him around the world.

Or do they?

Twain visited the Louvre in 1867. Obviously. Only a mud-crusted simpleton whose international luxury tour no San Francisco newspaper would bankroll would even consider skipping the Louvre. And yet.

Twain's narrative boasts some--discrepancies is too magisterial a word ... peculiarities, say. His first attempt to visit the Louvre occasions one of The Innocents Abroad's funniest scenes: An unscrupulous guide--the aforementioned "Ferguson"--spends all afternoon directing Twain's carriage to various fabric stores, rather than (as requested) the Louvre. But why did Twain climb into a carriage? From his hotel's front door, he could have dashed on foot to the museum's nearest entrance in less than a minute.

It's possible that he did. Twain asserted that, after having lost an afternoon to silks, he ventured to the Louvre some other day. But his account of the museum's contents--"miles of paintings"--is vague: "Some of them were beautiful."

The bulk of his Louvre paragraph--contrast that length with several hundred words detailing superfluous silk shopping--is given over to his distaste for the practice of painting the portraits of wealthy patrons. The Louvre was, arguably, even more interesting in 1867 than it is now, because the museum complex was joined to the emperor's residence. It is true that Twain could have toured it and been uncharacteristically uninspired to expound on its history, its atmosphere, or any work he saw there. It is also true that Twain advances no observation about the Louvre that required stepping inside.

The archetypal Ugly American is incurious. Twain was not; his folksiness belied his capacity for scrutinous observation. An upbringing on the unfinished edge of the Missouri frontier provided numerous opportunities to witness homicide--as a child, he wrote, he saw an enslaved man struck dead with "a chunk of slag for some small offense"--but little exposure to the fine arts. Twain left school at age 12 to get a job.

Could shame, I wondered, have shaped the lopsided Louvre passage? I, who received a decade more formal schooling than Twain, am unable to distinguish a masterpiece from a painting that is merely pretty good. By inserting, where a critique might go, a description of a funny thing that happened, I seek to conceal the fact that I am an unsophisticated moron incapable of processing fine art beyond the dimensions of size and color. I asked Matt Seybold, an associate professor of American literature and Mark Twain studies at Elmira College, if it struck him as at least plausible that Twain might have outright lied about touring the Louvre.

In response, he forwarded me a letter that I might, he said, find "curious." Twain wrote it to a teenage girl, Emeline Beach, who'd accompanied her father on the same world tour in 1867. Twain sent it after the trip, while working feverishly to produce all the observations he had promised his employers. In the letter, Twain implored Miss Beach to send him a list of names of Spanish paintings "that delighted you most - & say all you can about them too. Remember, I am in a great straight, now, & it is hard to have to write about pictures when I don't know anything about them."

I spend three exhausting hours "Mastering Classic French Sauces." Irritatingly, my frantic battle to do so is not sufficiently compelling to warrant further description. Having had only sauce for lunch, I pour myself a fist-size cup of more sauce (caramel au beurre sale) for the walk back to my hotel, and drain it before reaching the street.

A friend who happens to be on vacation in Paris has sent me her dining itinerary--a jumble of neighborhoods, dishes, and restaurants that I barely glance at--and invited me to join her for a meal. I arrive at a darling bistro to find her seated across from two stylish companions. I am "not really a 'brains' girl," my friend confides to them while introducing me--an assessment that is accurate, if stunningly cruel. She is surprised, she says, that I selected this spot from her list of options. What the heck is my friend talking about?


You pine to be assigned a travel story because, you think, how hard could it be? (Benjamin Malapris for The Atlantic)



Our reunion is interrupted by the appearance of an openly hostile man whose scowl makes plain that he would prefer that we were dead or, even better, bleeding out in a gutter. He is the waiter. He props up a chalkboard menu and stomps away.

Twain wrote of difficulties procuring Parisian fare by ordering in either French (which he claimed the French could not understand) or English (which robbed him of "the coveted consciousness" that he was "in beautiful France"). I am spared this hardship by my friend's chic Parisian associates. One of them, who looks like a '60s pop star, translates the offerings in a voice that drifts through the air like wild bergamot:

Poached calf's brain. Pig-feet croquettes. Pickled quail. Head ragout.

Jesus Christ. Whose head? What's head? No one says. Some items--pig ears; duck--are described as "pressed." That might be safest; sounds almost like a grilled cheese. No, confesses the other Parisian, who resembles the miniatures of young dukes in the Louvre; not like a grilled cheese. More like: You take something--the ears of a pig, the carcass of a duck--and mash it inside a special device until it becomes a juice of itself, and then turn that juice into sauce, which you trick people into buying.

The members of my party have the gall to request several of these demonic items from the livid waiter. I take one goldfish's nibble from every plate. Each dish is either colloidal crumbles or the wettest thing I have ever put in my mouth. Halfway through the meal, the waiter yells at us for speaking too loudly, but he does not pay us the courtesy of kicking us out.


To reduce the risk of unexpected organ meats, consider a picnic at the Jardin des Tuileries. (Benjamin Malapris for The Atlantic)



Mark Twain luxuriated in Versailles like a Chihuahua ripping apart the contents of a lingerie drawer. An entire chapter of The Innocents Abroad is devoted to it, exploding with the prefatory declaration "VERSAILLES! It is wonderfully beautiful!" So ebullient was Twain's praise for this monument to monarchical excess that, before traveling to France, I asked Seybold, at Elmira College, if it could all be deft irony whizzing over my head. Twain is our Americkest author; Versailles would seem to represent his nation's antithesis. Could he really have loved it?

"Twain's aesthetic tastes, particularly at this time, are gaudy as hell," Seybold told me. Just two years before he glided through Versailles, Twain had lived in a shared dirt-floor miners' cabin. The Innocents Abroad changed everything. But Twain, who went on to earn enormous amounts of money, "spent it as fast as he made it," Seybold said. He was, to borrow a French term, nouveau riche.

As a person whose own aesthetic tastes are at least as gaudy as hell, and probably gaudier, I cannot wait to see Versailles--a site that, Twain gushed, "thrills one like military music!"

Here is what I learn from my visit: The Chateau de Versailles took more than 50 years to build; its construction costs were equivalent to one kajillion 2025 American dollars; and if you go to it, you absolutely must skip the inside--all of it. It's not worth it, not even the gift shop (pitiful Christmas ornaments).

Mark Twain: Old times on the Mississippi

When Twain toured the site, it lacked many of the splendors that greet modern pilgrims (results of a 20th-century renovation). It also lacked UNESCO World Heritage status. More than 7 million visitors now pass through each year. They're all present on the day of my visit. Some aspects of Versailles are swell. Clouds appear to glow on the ceiling of the Salon d'Hercule; forest-green velvet damask spreads like frost across pea-green wallpaper; ostrich-feather bouquets erupt from the king's bed canopy. One or two things are even luridly interesting--for instance, the hidden door through which Marie Antoinette fled a mob of Parisian women, barely discernible as seams on a wall. But mostly it is a sort of dreary, rideless Disney World, without the stellar crowd management that is Disney's hallmark. A singular paradox is inescapable: So successfully have the masses managed to mimic, at a fraction of the cost, the extravagant design features epitomized in royal residences such as Versailles that many of the original interiors--with their rare violet marble and ornate gold trim--look, to modern eyes, cheap.


The secret to enjoying yourself at Versailles is to focus your exploration on the gardens. (Benjamin Malapris for The Atlantic)



Twain was fortunate to come at the exuberant height of summer, when the gardens flaunted what he described as "rainbows of flowers." Only the scraggly yellow vanguard--daffodils, crocuses, primroses, and gorse--has mustered by the time I visit, in gray March. Bacchus, bone-dry, slumps in the center of a stagnant green pool clutching fistfuls of limp grapes; none of the fountains is turned on. Every one of the gardens' hundreds of statues is covered up, many in head-to-toe fitted sheaths, like cadavers in body bags.

The secret to enjoying yourself at Versailles is to confine your exploration to the gardens, where rentable golf carts (42 euros an hour) give you the run of the place. The best part is, you needn't trouble yourself to operate them, or conduct the conversations in French necessary for their procurement, or listen as their purveyors explain the rules that must govern your conduct while tooling around Versailles. Simply make the French person who has been forced to accompany you do all that--provided you have one, which I do recommend.

Did you spot him--this story's photographer--in the preceding scenes? He has been here practically the entire time, though you may have mistaken him for a shadow, darting in all black around the periphery. But now, as always when a discussion has to take place entirely in French--unavoidably or merely for convenience--we must shove le photographer into the foreground.

Le photographer is sleek and chic and his manners are spotless as a cat's. The sole impolite thing he does during the four days I spend with him is actually kind and helpful--it only feels rude: Whenever I ask le photographer to recommend something, he begins by listing things that "Americans like." What about me gives the impression that I want to do things Americans enjoy? Talking nonstop about the United States from the moment we meet, except for those times when I am beseeching him to order for me at restaurants? Why, I ask him after one such recommendation, do Americans like that particular cafe?

"There is no explanation," le photographer says gravely.

The clouds are marbled with veins of pale sunlight when le photographer, at my request, parleys with the golf-cart wardens, signs all the waivers, surrenders his driver's license, and chauffeurs me down Versailles' golf-cart highway: a corridor of almond-white sand bordering the centroidal Allee Royale. All of these tasks preclude him from holding a camera, which is doubly regrettable, first because that is the work he has been hired to perform, and second because--I state this with certainty as an experienced writer for periodicals--illustrative images are the lone reason publication of a story is ever tolerated; the accompanying text is an abstract two-dimensional wrought-iron border placed around photos to promote visual harmony.

When I spot rowboats for hire, le photographer's day instantly grows worse: We ain't leaving Versailles without floating down the Grand Canal, I explain. To make it up to him, I offer to row so that he can snap some pictures, if he's quick about it. Accounts of royal parties held on this mile-long waterway describe feats of 17th-century pyrotechnology and magic: "An infinity of fires" made the channel "appear all in flames"; I enjoy the boat ride mainly because it feels like desecrating the private property of the wealthy, which provides a rush even if those wealthy have been dead for several hundred years.

Following two incomprehensibly slow-motion collisions with other crafts, le photographer takes the oars. A creature that would look at ease on the River Styx skims by us. "What is that?!" I say with a gasp. It has feathers the lightless black of a sealed crypt, and startling blood-colored eyes.

"A ... water chicken," le photographer says. "It sounds better in French."


Children violently shake yew hedges at Versailles. The author may or may not have emulated them. (Benjamin Malapris for The Atlantic)



In another corner of the sleeping gardens, le photographer and I come upon a pack of boys and girls shrieking that the bushes are on fire. "Au feu! Au feu!" the children scream as they jerk the boughs of yew hedges violently up and down. This action sends forth billowing clouds of gray smoke--pollen, actually--so that the yews do appear, genuinely, to be smoldering. It is a really good gag. One of their irritated parents marches over and orders them: "Stope! Stope! Stope!" (In deploying the English stop, the French teach their children to associate our language with the abrupt cessation of pleasure.) As soon as the party has passed out of sight, I pounce on the hedges and enjoy a few seconds of maniacal fun jerking the branches myself--unless this behavior is bad for the yews, or technically illegal, in which case I do not.

Trampling roughshod over the Sun King's estate, I tell le photographer about Twain. "Mark Twain," he'd asked the afternoon we met, "'ates French people, non?"

Twain was, in fact, a font of uncharitable aphorisms about the French: "A Frenchman's home is where another man's wife is"; "The Race consists of human beings & French"; "a dead Frenchman has many good qualities." But isn't that just how Americans reflexively talk about the French?

Well, yes. Thanks, perhaps, to Mark Twain, who perfected the simultaneous disdain for and fascination with French culture that now typifies the American attitude. Yet for all the potshots he took at the French, the author's private interest in French culture could be described as obsessive. His favorite book, Seybold told me, was a 900-page history of the French Revolution. Paris was not even an official stop on the cruise itinerary of Twain's five-month trip; he took advantage of a layover to make the detour. While the steamship voyage was advertised as an "excursion to the Holy Land" (with the whole of Western Europe relegated obliquely to "intermediate points of interest"), it is the France chapters where the young Twain's wit sparkles most brightly. "Even if he kind of pokes fun at it once he's there," Seybold said, "there was something that was drawing him to it."

Read: The not-at-all-funny life of Mark Twain

In their book, Mark Twain & France: The Making of a New American Identity, the authors Paula Harrington and Ronald Jenn argue that Twain sacrificed the French on the pyre of his blazing scorn for a purpose more self-serving than pure dislike: By emphasizing (or inventing) the ways in which the French differed from his countrymen, they write, the author honed a keen-edged "American" identity for his own comedic character, and for his nation.

Thomas Jefferson and John Adams had been gone less than a decade when Twain was born. From his perspective, the country had only just sparked into existence, and the flame was so unsteady that it might yet extinguish before the world noticed. There was no quintessential American, so Twain imagined him: a wily rube, cynical toward the same refinements of Europe that inspired awe in him. Whether the character embodied the spirit of the country with startling accuracy or became a self-fulfilling prophecy is impossible to say. But a century and a half later, the contours of my own seemingly instinctual reactions to the French--alternating beguilement and dismay--fit over Twain's with the precision of a cut-paper silhouette. Twain's footsteps through Paris left such deep imprints that, generations later, it remains all but impossible for a visiting countryman to see over the top of them. So what if he failed to win over the French? They were too French for him anyway.

Today, I explain to le photographer at Versailles, as we admire unobservable shrouded statues, Twain is best known for novels he wrote about children. "Of course," he interjects when I name Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn. I stop short. Le photographer had told me he hadn't read any Twain. And why would he have?

"J'imagine it's one of the most famous cartoons" in France, le photographer says. What? Perhaps le photographer misheard me. "Does it take place in the very distant past?" I ask of the cartoon. "Yes," he says, "near the border of the Mississippi." Back at the hotel, I will look up the series. The Adventures of Tom Sawyer--that is, of Tomu Soya--is a Japanese anime cartoon that was dubbed into French as Les Aventures de Tom Sawyer. Its single season premiered in France in 1982 and was rerun for decades.

Every Frenchman his age, le photographer tells me, knows the theme song. Translated, it begins as follows: "Tom Sawyer, he's America, the symbol of liberty. He was born on the bank of the Mississippi River." Thus did Twain fulfill the secret wish of every derelict, bum, and pervert: Eventually, he found a way to stay in Paris forever.



Travel Notes


This recently restored 19th-century department store is a majestic stop for a bathroom break. Ochre-enameled lava glows from re-created exterior art nouveau panels. A sprawling peacock fresco presides over the sun-drenched top floor. The striking pale-green and "horizon blue" shades that coat the ironwork are historically accurate; they were identified through stratigraphic pigment analysis. La Samaritaine's dramatic grand staircase appears to float through its central passage. On the third floor, sneak behind displays of men's shoes to peer down into the apse of the medieval Saint-Germain-l'Auxerrois church across the street.

9 R. de la Monnaie, 75001 Paris, France



Le photographer's best recommendation, which even those who are not American seem to enjoy, is this indoor ramen restaurant designed to replicate the ambience of an open-air wholesale Tokyo fish market to a degree that might be called psychotic. Speakers pump in sounds of ship horns, seagulls, and distant yelled conversations recorded at the original Tsukiji market. A humongous (fake) severed shark head served as the centerpiece of my table, which, like the bare light bulb hanging above it, was splattered with (fake) blood. It would be worth a visit even if the food were bad--but the ramen is delicious.

12 Rue de Richelieu, 75001 Paris, France



Thank goodness the architects of the serene Richelieu wing of the Louvre understood that the most elegant way to experience the outdoors is from inside. In a space formerly occupied by the finance ministry, a towering glass ceiling shelters statues that once cavorted in open courtyards. As a result, the statues are not just bathed, but nearly drowned in brilliant natural light. Admire them, and admire, too, the tidy half-a-clock sound (tock tock tock tock) your shoes make on the marble flooring.

99 Rue de Rivoli, 75001 Paris, France



For a DIY lunch, take a stroll through this distinctly un-American supermarket. Here there are massive displays of oeufs de poissons and an entire dairy section devoted to creme fraiche. The only thing you absolutely must buy is a carton of Le Beurre Bordier Demi-Sel. Schlep your purchases to the nearby Luxembourg Gardens to enjoy a meal en plein air. Before leaving the store, swing by the display labeled Etats-Unis, and treat yourself to an unnerving encounter that combines familiar faces (Reese's Peanut Butter Cups) with those of ghoulish strangers (what exactly are unfrosted "New Yorkers" cookies?).

38 Rue de Sevres, 75007 Paris, France



If you insist on viewing interiors at Versailles, skip the gilded cattle chute of the palace and concentrate on this luxurious but intimate estate. Trianon's structures, more human in scale, afford a much clearer picture of how Marie Antoinette and the gang lived day-to-day. At the Petit Trianon, you can see up close the (no-offense kind-of-ugly) green-and-blue-patterned dishware the queen ordered for her private dining, and traipse through her rather modest bedroom. Keep an eye out for her golden MA monogram incorporated extravagantly into the wrought-iron-and-bronze staircase that winds through the front of the chateau.

Porte Saint-Antoine, 78000 Versailles, France



If you need to sleep as close to the Louvre as possible, for a small fortune, the Hotel du Louvre, which opened in 1887--today it is a Hyatt property--provides that opportunity. Rooms on the lowest floor feel spacious (by European standards) thanks to soaring ceilings. But the decidedly more snug accommodations on the uppermost floor offer sweeping views of Georges-Eugene Haussmann's elegant cream-colored metropolis--and guest rooms facing east are nearly at eye level with the caryatids holding the weight of the Louvre on their heads.

Pl. Andre Malraux, 75001 Paris, France





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2025/06/writers-way-paris-mark-twain-travel/682778/?utm_source=feed
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Trump Is Right About Affirmative Action

But for the wrong reasons

by Thomas Chatterton Williams




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


President Donald Trump's assault on what he broadly calls DEI has been slapdash and sadistic. That doesn't mean the system under attack should be maintained. Racial preferencing in university admissions as well as in employment and government contracting--more commonly understood as affirmative action--might once have been necessary, but long ago became glaringly unfair in practice. Affirmative action in college admissions continues--despite being banned by the Supreme Court in 2023--through the use of personal essays, interviews, and other proxy mechanisms. It continues in businesses' hirings and promotions. It's possible to believe two truths simultaneously: Judging individuals by race instead of merit has to end, in no small part because it hurts the very people it is supposed to uplift; and Trump's approach to ending it is harmful. He is not simply eliminating progressive excesses, but threatening to destroy the legacy of America's civil-rights legislation along with them.  

Over the years, antidiscrimination policy has come to bear little resemblance to what the authors of the 1964 Civil Rights Act imagined. As the Stanford economist Thomas Sowell observed in his 2004 book Affirmative Action Around the World, the very meaning of the word discrimination now encompasses "things that no one would have considered to be discrimination" half a century ago, such as, most recently, the exclusion of trans athletes from women's sports. When Lyndon B. Johnson signed the law, he was certainly not picturing wealthy Black business owners getting preferential government contracts, or the children of Black upper-middle-class professionals receiving an enormous handicap on their applications. And yet that is what happened.

After the 2023 Supreme Court ruling in Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard, the proportion of Black and Latino students at several selective schools actually increased. As my colleague Rose Horowitch reported: "43 of the 65 top-ranked universities have essay prompts that ask applicants about their identity or adversity; eight made the addition after the Court's decision." This might not be illegal--Chief Justice John Roberts wrote in his majority opinion that the ruling didn't prohibit "universities from considering an applicant's discussion of how race affected his or her life." But some schools may be going further. Last month, Students for Fair Admissions and others filed a class-action lawsuit accusing UCLA's medical school of "engaging in intentional discrimination on the basis of race and ethnicity." The suit alleges that the admissions department "requires applicants to submit responses that are intended to allow the Committee to glean the applicant's race, which the medical school later confirms via interviews."

In March, an X account with an anime avatar and the obscene username @bestn-gy claimed to have hacked NYU and published what it said were the standardized-test scores of students in 2024. The data, broken down by race, showed that Black students had an average SAT score nearly 200 points lower than their Asian peers. (In an email to students, NYU administrators wrote that "the charts posted by the unauthorized actor, purporting to show certain admissions data, were both inaccurate and misleading.")

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

Use of racial preferences extends beyond universities, of course. Soon after taking office in January, Trump signed an executive order banning "illegal discrimination" in federal agencies and rescinding a range of DEI and affirmative-action mandates. Last week, the administration moved to shut down the Disadvantaged Business Enterprise program, which had, since the 1980s, awarded billions of dollars in contracts from the Department of Transportation to businesses owned by women and members of racial minorities. The plaintiffs in a lawsuit against the program called it the "largest, and perhaps oldest affirmative action program in U.S. history." The administration now argues that the program is unconstitutional, a realization that it says it came to after Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard.

People assumed that "racial segregation was over in 1954 with Brown v. Board," Edward Blum, the president of Students for Fair Admissions, told me. "The reality was it wasn't anywhere near being over. Throughout the country, there was pushback." Supporters of affirmative action who refuse to accept the changing legal landscape are pushing back in the same way now, he said. He told me his organization is planning more lawsuits: "We're not at the beginning of the end; we're at the end of the beginning."

The struggle between those who support racial preferences and those who think they've gone too far is also flaring up in the corporate world. Jason L. Riley, the author of a new book called The Affirmative Action Myth, sees the DEI bureaucracy that became standard in corporate America as "affirmative action under a different label." Since Trump's reelection, companies such as Facebook, Google, Target, and Ford have begun reassessing their DEI commitments. Businesses had leaned into DEI partly because they feared civil-rights litigation. But in the process they left themselves vulnerable to legal challenges from a Justice Department with a different philosophy. Right after the election, in a move that was emblematic of the shifting climate, Walmart announced that it would end racial-equity training programs and scale back initiatives that had favored minority-owned suppliers.

When I was younger, I was predisposed to view affirmative action as both logical and morally necessary. But arriving at college as a scholarship student saddled with loans, I couldn't help but notice how many Black students more well off than me had benefited from the practice. These included the children of African and West Indian immigrants whose ancestors had not been subjected to slavery in America, which affirmative action was in part intended to redress. For students such as these, affirmative action has been, as Sowell writes, "a boon to those already more fortunate." I also saw how pervasive and pernicious the assumption was that even the most talented Black students hadn't earned their way in. Too often, affirmative action fostered quiet resentment or patronizing acceptance among Asian and white students; encouraged a sense of complacency among some Latino and Black students, who correctly intuited that the same exertions would not be expected of us; and exacerbated inequality across the board rather than alleviating it.

The same dynamics reproduce and magnify disparities beyond the ivory tower. Sowell's 2004 book cited a study of the beneficiaries of contracts set aside by the government for minority-owned small businesses. More than two-thirds of a random sample had "net worths of more than a million dollars each," Sowell writes. "When some members of Congress publicly opposed such programs, Congressman Charles Rangel from Harlem compared them to Hitler and depicted any attempt to roll back affirmative action as an attack on all blacks."

In 2023, many Black elites similarly warned that the Supreme Court ruling would "decimate the Black middle class that affirmative action had created," as Riley put it to me. Yet the overwhelming majority of the purported beneficiaries didn't seem concerned. A Pew Research Center poll published a few weeks before the decision found that only 20 percent of Black respondents felt that they'd been helped in their education or career by "efforts to increase racial and ethnic diversity." Some 35 percent said such efforts had done them harm.

Bertrand Cooper: The failure of affirmative action

Sowell helps explain why. "Affirmative action in the United States has made blacks, who have largely lifted themselves out of poverty, look like people who owe their rise to affirmative action and other government programs," he writes. "This perception is not confined to whites. It has been carefully cultivated by black politicians and civil rights leaders, who seek to claim credit for the progress." This has led, he adds, to a "virtual moratorium on recognition of achievements by blacks, except in so far as they are collective, political milestones or otherwise serve current ideological or political interests."

Tolerating double standards like the ones exposed by the NYU hack as natural or necessary is not only infantilizing but historically myopic. Affirmative action was never intended to be permanent. As Justice Sandra Day O'Connor mused nearly a quarter century ago, "we expect that 25 years from now, the use of racial preferences will no longer be necessary." But for many, the idea that Black people and other designated minority groups would forever need to be assessed differently in order to compete had become sacrosanct. Thinkers such as Riley and Sowell refute that idea. "There was a Black middle class in this country before affirmative action," Riley told me. "If anything, the era of affirmative action has slowed its growth." Black poverty fell 40 percentage points from 1940 to 1960, he pointed out: a period "when the government really didn't give a damn what was happening to Black people."

The idea that Black success is owed to white generosity--and that Black people's most salient value in a given institution is primarily representative and meant for the moral betterment of the white and other non-Black people around them--is a tragedy for all those who see themselves as part of a Black community. (The same can be said for members of other groups who have borrowed from the antidiscrimination playbook.) Only a perplexing mixture of folly and helplessness would motivate people to stake their prosperity on the guilt and magnanimity of the very power structure they claim has oppressed and excluded them. If, as Audre Lorde put it so memorably, "the master's tools will never dismantle the master's house," why would the master's benevolence suffice to educate and employ those he regards as his servants?

Trump is responding to the use of racial preferences in ways both necessary and extremely dangerous. In April, the federal government launched an investigation of Harvard Law School, part of Trump's reckless and frequently petty crackdown on higher education, under the guise of eliminating DEI. The probe came in response to reporting from the journalist Aaron Sibarium finding that the Harvard Law Review made DEI the "first priority" in its admissions process and routinely accepted or rejected articles based on the author's group identity. One editor referred, in writing, to the race of a prospective author as a "negative."

This is a preposterous--and yes, racist--way to think about legal scholarship and to treat human beings. Legal arguments and citations are either persuasive or they are not. Trump's acting assistant secretary for civil rights condemned the journal's selection process as a race-based "spoils system"--one that probably merited federal scrutiny. In May, the Justice Department sent a letter notifying Harvard about a broader investigation into whether the university had defrauded the government by continuing to use affirmative action in its admissions process.

Ensuring that Harvard complies with a Supreme Court ruling is reasonable enough. But Trump hasn't stopped there. His aim is not to improve the school. The point is to humble and humiliate it, along with any institution that doesn't reflect or embrace his resentful project. Opposing DEI--along with the vaguely construed goal of "fighting anti-Semitism"--has become a pretense for the administration to carry out a culture-war campaign that has very little to do with antidiscrimination.

Trump has also purged Black employees from federal offices, including the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the Library of Congress. The barely veiled notion that Black presence and visibility in leadership positions is in itself suspect is as repugnant as it is consistent for a president whose political star first rose by questioning Barack Obama's birth certificate.

Trump's most worrisome move to date was an order released in April, innocently called "Restoring Equality of Opportunity and Meritocracy," that represents an alarming curtailment of civil-rights laws and norms. The order directed all federal agencies to eliminate the use of "disparate-impact liability," a principle established in the Civil Rights Act that protects groups from policies that adversely affect them, no matter whether those policies can be proved to be overtly discriminatory or maliciously conceived. (Consider, for example, zoning laws mandating single-family housing or minimum square footage on new construction, which might have the effect of keeping Black families out of a neighborhood.)

Trump's order essentially nullifies the government's long-standing interest in ensuring fairer outcomes among groups with regard to rules that are ostensibly neutral but in practice impose disproportionate burdens. Now government agencies are being told to focus solely on overt or intentional discrimination with regard to opportunity, which in contemporary American life is extremely difficult to establish. Such a change was recently unthinkable. And so, once again, "the law," as Anatole France quipped, "in its majestic equality, forbids rich and poor alike to sleep under bridges, to beg in the streets, and to steal their bread."

In attacking both DEI and disparate-impact liability, Trump conflates them in the public imagination. But they are not equivalent. In fact, the difference between the two is instructive for what kinds of antidiscrimination practices must be preserved. Racial preferences have become a discriminatory means of achieving parity through proactive favoritism and reliance on double standards. By contrast, disparate-impact liability--though it can certainly be misapplied or abused--is fundamentally a reactive safeguard against unfairness. It aspires to race-blindness, seeking to remove rather than redistribute unjustifiable obstacles.

Some conservatives have suggested that both need to go; the writer Christopher Caldwell has argued that the entire Civil Rights Act was a mistake. In his 2020 book, The Age of Entitlement, he wrote that the law had rolled back "the basic constitutional freedoms Americans cherished most"--in particular, the freedom of association--by mandating integration and nondiscrimination policies that soon pervaded the private sphere. The only proper response, he implied, was to strip away the very architecture of civil rights as we know it.

When the book came out, Caldwell's perspective seemed far-fetched. At that time, conventional wisdom had rallied around the idea that civil-rights legislation never went far enough. Ibram X. Kendi's How to Be an Antiracist and Robin DiAngelo's White Fragility would soon become the twin epochal texts of the period that followed the death of George Floyd. "The only remedy to racist discrimination is antiracist discrimination," Kendi wrote, articulating an idea that quickly became ascendant in much of academia and corporate America. "The only remedy to past discrimination is present discrimination. The only remedy to present discrimination is future discrimination." Vive la discrimination!

If Caldwell's proposals seemed impossible, Kendi's felt inevitable. What a difference half a decade can make. It is Caldwell's world that we find ourselves living in now.

What will come after Trump's wrecking ball stills? The complicated reality is that, for the first time in decades, we will have an opportunity to do something better for all Americans. We should begin with a simple observation: Universities, businesses, and other institutions concerned about ensuring diversity and equal opportunity don't have to rely on racial preferences.

The Harvard Law professor Randall Kennedy sees real value in affirmative action, not least because it helped counteract the legacy of Jim Crow, which he witnessed firsthand during his youth. But he doesn't believe the practice as we've known it is the only possible solution to the nation's ongoing social challenges. "I'm not like, 'Everything that exists under the name affirmative action needs to continue,'" he told me. "It's a vehicle. But a vehicle can only carry so much weight."

Rose Horowitch: The era of DEI for conservatives has begun

Ralph Richard Banks, a professor at Stanford Law and a co-founder of the Stanford Center for Racial Justice, pointed out some of affirmative action's limitations. He told me that it allowed Americans to obsess over narrow questions--who gets an acceptance letter and who doesn't--while ignoring structural inequalities, many of which go beyond race and manifest long before a student applies to college. It was a "Band-Aid" that let us postpone "dealing with the big issues," he told me. Colleges and businesses that are hiring have other options; he suggested they could reach out "to communities, neighborhoods, places where we don't usually get applicants from." Race is part of that calculus, but so is class.

When I got to college, I was struck by how few people saw this latter category as a means of achieving justice and inclusion. Policies focused on class, however, could both capture a high proportion of Black applicants and, crucially, treat poor white and other applicants equally--thus beginning to dilute the populist resentment that the Trump movement has so powerfully exploited. Such policies would also treat Black applicants themselves with greater fairness, given that most of the benefits of race-conscious admissions and hiring practices have bypassed the Black underclass entirely. One approach, put forward by the economist Raj Chetty, is for universities to consider where applicants come from; kids from neighborhoods with limited mobility that rarely send students to elite colleges could be given an advantage.

A class-based system of affirmative action is the only defensible path forward. Neither alternative--the improbable continuation of the status quo or Trump's heedless war on civil rights--is tenable.

The cliche that Trump has the wrong answers to the right questions has again proved convincing. His administration's campaign against affirmative action, DEI, and civil-rights law more broadly has been ill-conceived and poorly executed. Weaponizing a reactionary politics of white grievance and hobbling some of the world's greatest universities because of a personal vendetta is appalling. So, too, is trampling on the laws that have made American society more equal. But it is also undeniable that systematically failing to treat people as individuals doesn't help Black or Latino people--or anyone else, for that matter. It has entrenched the rancid notion of innate racial hierarchy, and ultimately rendered the nation weaker and more divided.
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When My Teacher Made Me Pray

I was the only Jewish kid in my class, and I felt like an outcast.

by Michael Sokolove




When I was in second grade, my teacher made us pray that the law would change so that a day at school could once again begin with a prayer. I was 7, but even at that age, I knew there was something nonsensical about praying to be allowed to pray.

This was at a public school outside Philadelphia in the 1960s, not that long after the Supreme Court ruled that prayer in public schools violated the Constitution. In our predominantly Catholic neighborhood, my family, with its three kids, seemed to me to be abnormally small. There were 30 students or more in that class, and I was probably the only Jewish kid. I bowed my head to my desk and mouthed the words the teacher asked us to recite.

She also asked us to bring Bibles to class. I don't know why--maybe to ascertain who among us had one at home. We didn't have anything at home we called a Bible. My family attended a Reform synagogue, and we were not particularly observant. But I would have known by then that I was different from my classmates, because we did not celebrate Christmas.

I felt singled out as different, Bible-less and unholy, and it caused me to shut down.  That year, I came home with C's and D's on my report cards.

Elizabeth Bruenig: Who counts as Christian?

When my parents asked what was wrong, I would say "nothing." I was a middle child, and my role in the family was to never be too much trouble. But my silence ran deeper than that. I knew that if I told my parents about my teacher, they would go to my school and raise objections. That would shine an even brighter spotlight on me, which was the last thing I wanted. I must have figured that it was better for my parents to think I was kind of dumb.

I've thought about that long-ago experience a lot recently, now that religion, and specifically Christianity, is ascending in public life.

A couple weeks ago, Pete Hegseth, the nation's top military leader, led what was called the "Secretary of Defense Christian Prayer & Worship Service" at the Pentagon. As described in a New York Times story, it sounded like a revival meeting. "This is precisely where I need to be, and I think exactly where we need to be as a nation, at this moment," Hegseth said: "in prayer, on bended knee, recognizing the providence of our Lord and savior Jesus Christ." He continued, "King Jesus, we come humbly before you, seeking your face, seeking your grace, in humble obedience to your law and to your word."

In Texas, Governor Greg Abbott is expected to sign legislation requiring classrooms in the state's roughly 9,000 public schools to be postered with copies of the Ten Commandments. This school year, for the first time, teachers in Oklahoma were ordered to keep a Bible in their classroom: "Every teacher, every classroom in the state, will have a Bible in the classroom, and will be teaching from the Bible in the classroom," said the state superintendent. He stressed the historical importance of the text for America's Founding Fathers and suggested that it could be brought into science classes as part of discussions about how it inspired investigations into "God's creation." He expected "immediate and strict compliance" with the mandate.

To make the case for more religious content in schools and elsewhere in public life, proponents often argue that the Fathers were men of faith who believed that the nation and even the Constitution itself were divinely inspired. History suggests this is an exaggeration at best. The Founders were men of the Enlightenment, and some, including Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, and Ben Franklin, were attracted to Deism--a belief system that stresses rationality over superstition and rejects the notion of a supreme being who intervenes in the universe. That's a long way from the Christian nationalism of Hegseth and others who are now seeking to bring their faith into the public square.

Molly Worthen: What the fastest-growing Christian group reveals about America

But we are of course a Christian nation and probably will always remain so. No one knows that better than non-Christians. It is a fact of life, and not an unhappy one, or at least not for me. I am married to a woman who grew up attending a Presbyterian church. We raised our children in both of our traditions. There is a big difference, however, between the choices we make and the ones forced on us.

The aggressive push to flood the nation with religious faith--a specific faith, and a particular strain of that faith--undermines any notion of American plurality. It comes at a cost not just to the nation, but to individual Americans. You want to advance in Hegseth's Pentagon? You would do well to attend one of his prayer services--they are going to be held monthly--to pray, and to do so conspicuously and in full voice.

Thirty-one million people live in Texas--67 percent of whom identify as Christian. The rest, about 10 million Texans, are Muslim, Jewish, Buddhist, Hindu, or a mix that a Pew Research Center study identified as atheists, agnostics, and "nothing in particular." Some children from those families will now have to sit in school while a faith other than their own is pressed on them.

They'll feel, as I did, like an interloper--unwelcome in their own classroom.
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Mossad's Former Chief Calls the War in Gaza 'Useless'

An interview with Tamir Pardo, who argues that Israel's military campaign has been flawed from the start

by Hanna Rosin


A picture taken from Israeli side of the border with the Gaza Strip shows smoke billowing following Israeli bombardment in the besieged Palestinian territory on June 4, 2025. (Illustration by The Atlantic. Source:  MENAHEM KAHANA / AFP / Getty)
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In John le Carre novels, the spies often lie and keep secrets even when they don't have to, because it's a "mentality," le Carre once explained, a way of living "you never shed." So it was notable when 250 veteran Israeli intelligence officers recently signed their names to an open letter demanding that Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu throw away his plans to escalate the war on Gaza. The war, they wrote, "doesn't contribute to any of the declared objectives, and will lead to the death of hostages, soldiers and innocents." At least six other similar petitions have circulated, signed by reservists, retired officers, and veterans from various branches of the Israeli military. "That's the first time that's happened in Israel," says Tamir Pardo, our guest on Radio Atlantic this week and one of three former Mossad directors who signed the open letter.

After my interview with Pardo, in Tel Aviv, he asked me to emphasize one thing: His position on the war does not make him a "leftist," he said. And I could see his point all around me in Tel Aviv, where opposition to the war has spread far beyond the Israeli left, and far beyond the families of the remaining Israeli hostages. In a recent poll, 70 percent of Israelis said they don't trust the government, and about the same portion said they want a deal with Hamas to return the hostages and end the war--something the government has resisted even in this latest round of cease-fire talks. The protests are not, for the most part, focused on the suffering of Gazans, as protests are in other parts of the world. They're primarily about returning the hostages. But Pardo and others made clear to me that they believe the war is not serving Israel in any way. They want it to end.

The latest cease-fire proposal includes an exchange of hostages, living and dead, for Palestinian prisoners. Israel has promised a temporary cessation of fighting but, as of yet, no commitment to end the war. In this episode, Pardo, with his decades of experience fighting terrorism, explains his perspective on how the war unfolded, what went wrong, and what should happen now.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

News clip:   It's been 100 days since the attack by Hamas in southern Israel.  
 News clip: --100 days of grief and protests--
 News clip:  Israel and Hamas have been at war for six months.
 News clip: It's been exactly a year--
 News clip: One year after the horror--
 News clip:  It's been nearly 600 days since Israel's war on Gaza began.
 News clip: --600 days since Hamas militants staged their murderous attack on October 7. Six hundred days, and they are still holding 58 Israeli hostages.


Hanna Rosin: The war continues day after day, month after month. Now over a year and half old, though, it feels like it's at a new breaking point.

News clip:  In Gaza, concerns of famine grow, which is why chaos broke out at the opening of an aid-distribution site in Gaza that's run by a U.S.-backed group.
 News clip:  Israel imposed a total blockade on humanitarian aid and commercial supplies to Gaza on March 2.


Rosin: This week, there's a temporary cease-fire proposal on the table. The potential deal involves releasing 10 living Israeli hostages and the bodies of 18 dead.

News clip:  Hamas did not explicitly accept or reject the offer, but it said it was prepared to release 10 living Israeli hostages and 18 dead ones in exchange for a number of Palestinian prisoners.


Rosin: Israel has already agreed to it, and Defense Minister Israel Katz warned Hamas that it must agree or, quote, "be annihilated." But Hamas leaders are so far hesitating. The main sticking point is the same sticking point as always: Hamas doesn't want a 30-day or 60-day or a 90-day cease-fire. They want a promise of an end to the war.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And that's a question a lot of people have. When will the war end? What will it take? And what happens to Gaza when it does?

[Music]

Rosin: I happened to be in Tel Aviv visiting a sick relative when news came out about this latest cease-fire proposal. I haven't been here since October 7, and when I arrived, I was struck by one obvious thing: In the U.S. papers, I read about what Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu is or isn't doing, or what other officials in the Israeli government are saying about the war.

In Tel Aviv, what the government wants or says seems irrelevant, or at least totally drowned out by what the people want. The gap between the government and the people seems enormous. The country feels like it's choking on despair and frustration with its own government and the lack of an end to this war.

To be clear, what drives the protests here is different than in the U.S. Protesters only rarely hold up pictures of, say, children killed in Gaza. Mostly, they spotlight the hostages and the government's betrayal in leaving them there.

And I didn't have to go far to see this discontent. My plane landed, and the flight attendant, in a smooth flight-attendant voice, said, "Tachzir otom abayita achshav" ("Bring them home now").

And then the plane burst into applause.

I went to an ATM machine at the airport, and as my money shuffled out, an automated voice said: "Bring them home safely." I arrived at my aunt's apartment building, and a big sticker covered the entryway: netanyahu is dangerous. Her street has been renamed by another sticker: netanyahu traitor street.

I happened to arrive at the end of May, on the 600th day of the war. I was taking a bus that day, and the driver stopped in the middle of the road and said, "Sorry. Can't move. Everyone, get off," because the streets were clogged with hundreds of protesters, most of them wearing shirts that, in large block letters in English, said N-O-W. "Now," as in: Bring back the hostages now. But also end this war. Now.

Protesters: (Chanting in Hebrew.)


Rosin: "Six hundred days of darkness," he says. "Six hundred days, and there is no light at the end of this war."

Protester: (Shout in Hebrew.)


Rosin: "Enough of this war," someone shouts in the background.

Protester: (Speech in Hebrew.)


Rosin: "How long will we live in a country that's at war?"

Protester: Bring all of them back now.
 Protesters: Now!
 Protesters: (Chanting.) Bring them home.


Rosin: So those are the streets. And there's one more thing boiling over, something fairly new in Israeli society, which makes this anger at Netanyahu and the war seem wider than usual.

It's coming from the military itself. Veterans of the Israeli Defense Force, pilots, medics, military leaders en masse from everywhere have been asking Netanyahu to stop the war. In April, more than 250 veterans of the Mossad, Israel's equivalent of the CIA, signed an open letter asking Netanyahu to bring the hostages home, even if that means ending the war.

Spies don't usually sign open anything. This letter included three former Mossad chiefs. And while I was in Israel, I sat down with one of them.

Tamir Pardo: We are already 600 days after October 7. And we have five divisions deployed in Gaza. And I don't see an end to that war.
 It is useless. It's accomplishing nothing. Nothing. I'm not talking about those people who are living or dying in Gaza. I'm talking about Israel. From Israel's point of view, it's a waste of time. What we're doing--waste of lives, waste of money, wasting the future.


Rosin: This is Tamir Pardo. He's 72 and retired now, but he spent his life in the Mossad, which he ran between 2011 and 2016. He was running the agency when it began placing booby-trapped walkie-talkies into Lebanon, and reportedly planned a string of high-profile assassinations of Iranian nuclear scientists.

In other words, he spent his life fighting against terrorism, exactly what Netanyahu's government claims to be doing in Gaza. In theory, he very much believes in the mission.

Pardo: The responsibility of the Mossad is to avoid our enemies [obtaining] nuclear weapons, whoever they are, wherever they are. My responsibility was to stop any terrorist attempt against Israelis that are outside the state of Israel, or from terrorists that are trying to hit us from abroad.


Rosin: That description, vague as it is, cements a certain image of deterring terrorism, but not endless fighting. One thing Pardo said to me over and over again is something he thinks Netanyahu has forgotten: War is not the endgame.

Pardo: At the end of the day, when I'm thinking about my children, my grandchildren, I would like that they're going to live in a safe country, but in a peaceful country.
 And in order to achieve peace, from time to time, you have to use your sword. But I don't think that you can solve the problem with your sword. What's happening here now in Israel, it's insane.


Rosin: The exact meaning of insanity changes depending on who you ask. For many in the international community, even longtime allies of Israel, it's the situation on the ground in Gaza: the killing of civilians, the failure to deliver aid, the widespread starvation of innocent people.

For many in Israel, it's the hostages. A promise between Israeli citizens and their government has always been that they will keep them safe, and if one of them should end up in danger, the government would rescue them. Six hundred days has crushed that promise.

For Pardo, it's practical: War requires a goal. And Pardo doesn't believe Netanyahu's stated goal of destroying Hamas is a realistic one, certainly not if you also want to bring the hostages home.

Rosin: So today is the 600th day that the hostages are held. There's protests everywhere. I was surprised when I got here. In Tel Aviv, all the streets, they've been renamed Netanyahu Is a Traitor Street. You know, there are posters everywhere. It's a very common position here to criticize Netanyahu. Why aren't the hostages home, in your opinion? Whose fault is that?
 Pardo: Our fault, Israel's fault. On October 8, it was 24 hours after October 7, and I said to my friends within the old boys' club, "Mossad: Bring the hostages home now. Don't start a war. Negotiate and bring the 251 hostages home now. Then solve the problem."
 That was the biggest mistake of the state of Israel, because those hostages should have been released weeks after.
 You cannot defeat Hamas and bring the hostages back at the same--the same priority. You have to choose. And our government preferred to kill than to bring the hostages.
 Rosin: Now, as someone whose job it was to fight terrorists, why is it so clear to you that the first priority shouldn't have been to fight the terrorists?
 Pardo: Because those people--children, women, civilian, and soldiers as well--were kidnapped because of our fault as a state. The armed forces in every country [are] responsible for the safety of those civilians who are living in the country.
 And this war, the result of October 7 was because our armed forces, they failed to do it. Now bring them back, and then punish those who did it. And I'm saying punishing, not revenge--different.
 Rosin: What's the difference?
 Pardo: I don't believe in revenge. You have to punish, and you have to find out and kill all those who did what they did on October 7. Okay? Full stop. You don't have to destroy Gaza, because it's meaningless.
 I think that we are creating--in the last 20 months, we are creating more problems [than] we are solving, at the end of the day. Yes, okay, we killed 70 or 90 percent of those, let's say, terrorists that are living in Gaza, but we killed many more civilians. And the day after, when we'll see that day after starts, we are going to have a very big problem there in Gaza.
 Because I think that when you are gonna have 2.1 million people that don't have no housing, no job, no water, no electricity, no health-care system, we will have to solve the problem. No one else will have to solve it. We will. And then we are creating such a problem that I don't know how we will be able to solve it. I'm not expecting, let's say, Americans to solve the problem. I'm not expecting Egyptians to solve the problem. We are there, so we'll have to solve the problem.
 Rosin: And you created the problem.
 Pardo: And we created the problem.
 Rosin: So recently, you signed an open letter saying: "End the war in Gaza," as did hundreds of other Mossad, Shin Bet, generals. Have you seen that level of open protest before? I mean, does something feel different about that to you?
 Pardo: Yeah. That's the first time that it happened in Israel.
 Rosin: First time that what--what exactly?
 Pardo: That so many veterans, with their experience, are watching what's happening here in Israel, and there is an understanding that we are taking the wrong path. We are creating damage, a huge damage, to the state of Israel, okay?
 By what we're doing, we are accomplishing nothing.


[Music]

Rosin:  After the break. Pardo explains what he thinks is the real reason Netanyahu is staying in this war.

[Break]

Rosin: In the street protests, there's one particular chant that comes up over and over:

Protesters: (Chanting in Hebrew.)


Rosin: Ad shechem hozrim kulanu chatufim. "Until they're back, we're all hostages."

[Music]

Rosin: It's easy to understand why the family and friends of any individual hostage are raging in the streets of their government for failing to rescue the person they love. But to understand why the average Israeli so deeply identifies with the hostages, why they are still out protesting 600 days later, you have to go back into Israeli history.

In the first decades of its existence, Israel was regularly at war. The 1948 Arab-Israeli War, Suez War, the Six-Day War, the Yom Kippur War. And then in 1976, a terrorist event happened that in many ways still defines the relationship between Israelis and their government.

News clip:  Palestinian hijackers are still holding more than 250 hostages and an Air France jet at Entebbe Airport, in Uganda.


Rosin: A flight from Tel Aviv to Paris was hijacked. The plane and its hostages were taken to Idi Amin's Uganda.

News clip: One hundred and one hostages released today were flown to Paris, but another 110 are still being held at the airport at Entebbe, Uganda. About 85 of them, Israeli nationals. The Palestinian hijackers with some non-Arab accomplices now say they will execute the hostages on Sunday unless their demands are met.


Rosin: In what was a rare approach for the time but afterwards became a global counterterrorism model, IDF commandos raided the airport and rescued the hostages.

News clip:  The daring Israeli raid into Uganda still leaves unanswered many questions.
 News clip: Political leaders and editorialists over most of the Western world and some of Asia were delighted with Israel's bold and successful rescue of the civilian hostages in Uganda.


Rosin: The details of the operation are extraordinary: Huge planes flying low over the Red Sea, two Land Rovers and a Mercedes painted black to pose as Idi Amin's presidential convoy, and Israeli soldiers operating thousands of miles from home with no hope of backup.

The only member of the IDF team killed was Yonatan Netanyahu, leader of the raid and the older brother of Benjamin Netanyahu. The story of his brother's death became a key point in Netanyahu's political rise.

It was also a key moment in Tamir Pardo's life. When I was asking him how well he knew the prime minister, he said this:

Pardo: I knew his oldest brother, Yoni Netanyahu. He was my commander in the unit that I served in 1976. Unfortunately, he was killed less than one foot from me at the Entebbe raid.


Rosin: Inside Israel, the raid at Entebbe cemented a promise: Yes, Israeli citizens are always vulnerable to terrorist attacks, but the government will always--always--rescue them, no matter how hard they are to reach. For many Israelis, October 7 broke that promise.

Pardo: What happened in 1976, people were kidnapped, not because we neglected something, we forgot something. October 7 is because we broke our obligation towards our people. The state of Israel betrayed the first thing that the IDF exists for: to defend our civil people. What happened there was a disaster. There were 2,000 people that managed to break into Israel because we neglected our duty. And that's the reason: When you did it, you have to pay the price. And the first price you had to pay is to bring them home, and then, find a way to solve the problem using the stick--but only after bringing them home.


Rosin: Pardo has decades of calculating when and how to use lethal aggression and to what end. Here's how he does the math on this war.

Pardo: I remember, before the war--and you can go and check the figures--IDF (Israeli Defense Forces) estimated that there are between 20,000 and 25,000 people that can use weapons in Gaza.
 Nine months ago, the military spokesman said that more than 17,000 Hamas terrorists were killed. So think about how many were wounded. Let's assume that another 6,000 were wounded, and we know that more than 3,000 were in prison in Israel, we captured. So actually, the job was finished.
 We killed all the generals, the leaders there, the commanders of brigades, platoons, whatever. Okay? So those who are still there, the vast, vast majority are those who were recruited after the war started. And they don't have any experience. Okay? But they can hold a Kalashnikov (an AK-47) and kill a soldier here and there.
 But the main power--90 percent of the power--was finished more than nine months ago.
 Rosin: So, enough?
 Pardo: Enough. At the end of the day, the Hamas is not only a military power, a terrorist power, okay? It's a political power as well.
 So thinking that you can erase political power by a military attack, that's wrong. That's wrong. And every civilian that is killed today, his brother, his son, his father will hold the gun tomorrow.


Rosin: And so why didn't it unfold that way? Again, Pardo is blunt.

Pardo: So I think that our prime minister today is trying to solve his personal problems--not our problems, his problems. And that was what he was doing from the first day that he was indicted, from the first day of his trial. He's not thinking about Israel as a state.


Rosin: Netanyahu was indicted on charges of bribery, fraud, and breach of trust in three separate but related cases. The prime minister has denied any wrongdoing, and says it's a witch hunt. The trial is still ongoing and has distorted Israeli politics in so many ways, one of them being the war in Gaza. There's criticism that Netanyahu has an incentive to keep the war going to distract from and delay his own problems, to keep lots of wars going. In fact, Pardo is not sure Netanyahu even has any postwar strategy anywhere.

Pardo: What is your postwar strategy in Lebanon? What is your postwar strategy in Syria? What is your strategy versus Iran? Okay? Using the stick--thinking that by using the stick, you're gonna solve the problem, it's wrong.
 Rosin: You need to negotiate.
 Pardo: Exactly. In order to solve problems, you need to negotiate. Negotiate when you have a stick in your hand. Use the stick if it's needed, but understand, at the end of the day, you should negotiate for an agreement. The point is that our government believes in using the sticks. Not one stick--sticks.


Rosin: It is unusual for a Mossad veteran to be so outspokenly critical against the government, but maybe not, in this case, surprising. Ehud Olmert, who's a former prime minister of Israel, last week accused his country of committing war crimes. Or as a hobby.

Yair Golan, the main opposition leader, accused the government of killing babies for sport. That one got the most attention outside and inside Israel, even as Golan tried to walk the statement back.

Rosin: Yair Golan famously said, "killing babies for sport."
 Pardo: That was awful to say.
 Rosin: That was awful?
 Pardo: And it was wrong. I, I--
 Rosin: That one went too far? Why?
 Pardo: It's not too far. It's wrong.
 Rosin: What do you mean?
 Pardo: No one, even Smotrich and Ben-Gvir, are not killing babies for fun. Okay?
 I don't agree. They're fascists. They are the KKK in Israel. They're fascists, but they're not killing--even fascists in Israel are not killing babies for fun.


Rosin: Let me give you some clarity about who he's talking about here. Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich and National Security Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir, they are, as Atlantic contributor Gershom Gorenberg put it recently, the "leading extremists" in Israel's most right-wing government in history. They are both West Bank settlers, and "they both want Israel to reoccupy all of Gaza, to renew Israeli settlement there, and to"--quote--"'encourage' Palestinians to emigrate."

Rosin: Do you believe these are war crimes?
 Pardo: Look--I hope not. I hope not. But fighting in a place like Gaza, 364 square kilometers--in this small place, there are squeezed more than 2 million people, fighting, using all warfare capabilities. Many civilians are getting killed, unfortunately.
 That there is a war in such a place, it should be very, very short war.
 Rosin: Short?
 Pardo: Short.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm.
 Pardo: Because as time is passing, many, many more civilians are getting killed. Many more civilians are losing part of their families, losing their homes, losing everything. And to conduct a war for 20 months in such a small place, bad things are happening.
 Rosin: It would be hard to avoid a war crime?
 Pardo: It's gonna be very hard. Okay? And that's what worries us, should worry every Israeli.


Rosin: I asked Pardo to sum up what he thinks should happen next.

Pardo: Stop the war. Stop the war because it takes you to nowhere.


[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend and Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid. We had engineering support from Rob Smierciak and fact-checking by Michelle Ciarrocca. 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. Talk to you next week.
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How Wittgenstein Can Make You Happier

No, really

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.

My preoccupation with writing about meaning, love, and happiness derives from my desire to understand these parts of life more deeply, and impart to others whatever understanding I can glean. I will confess that this can be a frustrating task at times because I feel as though I can never get to the essence of these sublimities; words always feel inadequate. For a long time, I believed that at some point--maybe after writing a million more words--I would finally arrive at the ability to adequately express what it is that I'm seeking.

The philosopher Ludwig Josef Johann Wittgenstein, who died in 1951, probably would have told me I was barking up the wrong tree. The writer and fellow philosopher Bertrand Russell called Wittgenstein's work "perhaps the most perfect example I have ever known of genius as traditionally conceived, passionate, profound, intense and dominating," yet Wittgenstein did not leave us much of it. He published only one book of philosophy in his life, the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, which itself is only about 75 pages long. In it, Wittgenstein explained that language can never convey the fullest understanding of life. "The limits of my language," he wrote, "mean the limits of my world."

Wittgenstein was no doubt conscious of the irony of making this argument through language. But in so doing, he offered a path to getting beyond words and to apprehend, after all, the ineffable essence of what we seek.

Arthur C. Brooks: The ultimate German philosophy for a happier life

Human communication is rife with misunderstanding, as social scientists have long observed. Researchers writing in the Journal of Experimental Social Psychology in 2011 showed that people misunderstand the intended meaning of what others say, especially among close acquaintances such as family and friends. The scholars found that those who spoke with strangers communicated more clearly than with close associates, believing--incorrectly--that the latter would understand ambiguous phrases by virtue of their intimate affiliation. So what are the odds that you'll grasp correctly the next thing your spouse tells you? Digital communication makes the situation worse because it eliminates nonverbal cues.

One explanation psychologists offer as a common cause of misunderstanding is motivated reasoning, in which our own desires and beliefs determine what we perceive to be true, rather than what someone else is telling us. For example, when your partner innocently asks what you've been up to today, you might incorrectly apprehend this as an expression of suspicion, because, in fact, you've been up to something they wouldn't approve of.

Whereas psychologists see the problem as one of unreliable narrators and inattentive listeners, Wittgenstein, as a philosopher, saw the very medium of language itself as inherently flawed. Words, he believed, were inadequate to the task of conveying subtle truths, metaphysical ideas, or any subjective experience. This was because language is nothing more than a crude model of the world--a jumble of sounds or symbols that represents the underlying reality of existence about as accurately as a map on your phone represents a forest you're walking through. The sight of tall trees, the smell of pine needles, the solitude you sought have virtually nothing to do with the squiggle on the screen that crudely marks the trail.

Wittgenstein never knew our modern technologies of communication, but he would surely see that they make his point times 10. Consider how much a text-message abbreviation and an emoji really tell you about what is in your beloved's heart. LOL, not much, right?

Wittgenstein's proposition has significant implications for happiness, because misunderstanding lowers our well-being. For example, experiments show how failing to be understood by others reduces the satisfaction that participants report in subsequent activities. Even more profound, his conclusion about the inadequacy of language suggests that we will never comprehend the true meaning of our lives by reading or talking about it.

How are we to escape this thicket of muddle and misunderstanding? To find meaning without words suggests that we need to seek a particular kind of transcendence.

Arthur C. Brooks: The key to critical self-awareness

Wittgenstein's contention resembles Saint Augustine of Hippo's argument that God is what we want, but God's nature also evades human expression--in fact, merely to talk about the divine is to trivialize him. But Augustine did not think that we should therefore abandon the whole project. The trick is to see language as only the beginning of a spiritual journey, not the end. He suggested that we use just one word--Deus (Latin for "God")--as an audible departure point into the realm of the inexpressible. "When that sound reaches" your ears," he wrote, "think of a nature supreme in excellence and eternal in existence."

This is, I believe, very close to what Wittgenstein suggested as well. I would recommend a couple of signposts to guide you on your journey beyond words.

1. Think; don't talk.
 Many religious and wisdom traditions recommend meditative contemplation on a single concept. Tibetan Buddhists call it "analytical meditation," a practice with which the Dalai Lama starts his morning, as he told me, and to which he devotes at least an hour every day. This mode of meditation involves a focused reflection on a scriptural phrase to inspire insight into what it signifies. (The Augustinian version of this practice was, in effect, to make Deus his word to meditate upon.)

If I'm doing this, I might use the phrase "I love my wife" as my starting point. Then I'd try to engage the right hemisphere of my brain, the region that processes meaningful associations and concepts, in contrast with the left hemisphere's logical problem-solving ability. The idea is to liberate my cognition from the limits of my vocabulary and linguistic ability--easier said than done, but it can be enough to just sit in silence with my phrase or allow my mind to roam on a forest walk.

2. Seek understanding, not answers.
 The second step--which is allied with disengaging our habitual left-brain dominance--is to stop looking for exact answers to difficult questions. The purpose of analytical meditation is not to generate a clean explanation for why I love my wife. Nor is it to compose a precise but prosaic argument for why I do so. That would be to go in the wrong direction, according to Wittgenstein and Augustine, only committing me more to the poverty of language and taking me further from the underlying truth.

As soon as one tries to verbalize an answer to explain this love--"Because she is good to me"--one has belittled the concept and literally understated its truth. Consider how even the greatest love poetry--such as these lines from Elizabeth Barrett Browning: "I love thee with the breath, / Smiles, tears, of all my life; and, if God choose, / I shall but love thee better after death"--essentially restates the Augustinian verity that this deeply complex experience defies utterance. The goal is to gain an understanding of this love, not an answer that's like the solution to a mathematical equation.

Arthur C. Brooks: The bliss of a quieter ego

What would Wittgenstein have us do about our ultimate problem of meaning in life? "Whereof one cannot speak," he offered as the last proposition in Tractatus, "thereof one must be silent." By all means, talk about trivial things, he seems to be saying, but don't waste your time trying to express life's profundities, because you will only fool others and frustrate yourself; better to keep your counsel.

This injunction has generally been understood as a nihilistic statement of the impossibility of expression, and therefore of knowledge. I believe it is nothing of the sort. Being silent is the beginning of a different sort of cognition, a meditational path that does not seek straightforward answers. Allow yourself this silence, and the understanding you gain will be your ineffable reward.
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No One Can Offer Any Hope

Even if most Americans haven't abandoned their private sense of empathy, many don't seem terribly bothered by the rancidness of their leaders.

by George Packer




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


Every month or so I get a desperate message from a 25-year-old Afghan refugee in Pakistan. Another came just last week. I've written about Saman in the past. Because my intent today is to write about her place in the moral universe of Elon Musk and Vice President J. D. Vance, I'll compress her story to its basic details: During the Afghan War, Saman and her husband, Farhad (they requested pseudonyms for their own safety), served in the Afghan special forces alongside American troops. When Kabul fell in 2021, they were left behind and had to go into hiding from the Taliban before fleeing to Pakistan. There the couple and their two small children have languished for three years, burning through their limited cash, avoiding the Pakistani police and Taliban agents, seldom leaving their rented rooms--doomed if they're forced to return to Afghanistan--and all the while waiting for their applications to be processed by the United States' refugee program.

No other country will provide a harbor to these loyal allies of America, who risked everything for the war effort. Our country has a unique obligation to do so. They had reached the last stage of a very long road and were on the verge of receiving U.S. visas when Donald Trump came back into office and made ending the refugee program one of his first orders of business. Now Saman and her family have no prospect of escaping the trap they're in.

"The stress and anxiety have become overwhelming," Saman wrote to me last week. "Every day I worry about the future of my children--what will become of them? Recently, I've developed a new health issue as well. At times, my fingers suddenly become tight and stiff--almost paralyzed--and I can't move them at all. My husband massages them with great effort until they gradually return to normal. This is a frightening and painful experience ... Please, in this difficult time, I humbly ask for your help and guidance. What can I do to find a way out of these hardships?"

I've brought the plight of Saman and her family to members of Congress, American activist groups, foreign diplomats, and readers of this magazine. No one can offer any hope. The family's fate is in the hands of Trump and his administration.

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

And, after all, their story is just one small part of the suffering caused by this regime. A full accounting would be impossible to compile, but it already includes an estimated several hundred thousand people dead or dying of AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria because of the elimination of the U.S. Agency for International Development, as well as the starvation of refugee children in Sudan, migrants deported to a Salvadoran Gulag, and victims of domestic violence who have lost their shelter in Maine. In the wide world of the regime's staggering and gratuitous cruelty, the pain in Saman's fingers might seem too trivial to mention.

But hers is the suffering that keeps arriving in my phone, the ongoing story that seems to be my unavoidable job to hear and tell. And sometimes one small drama can illuminate a large evil. Since reading Saman's latest text, I can't stop thinking about the people who are doing this to her and her family--especially about Musk and Vance. As for Trump, I find it difficult to hold him morally responsible for anything. He's a creature of appetite and instinct who hunts and feeds in a dark sub-ethical realm. You don't hold a shark morally responsible for mauling a swimmer. You just try to keep the shark at bay--which the American people failed to do. Musk and Vance function at a higher evolutionary level than Trump. They have ideas to justify the human suffering they cause. They even have moral ideas.

Musk's moral idea goes by the name longtermism, which he has called "a close match to my philosophy." This reductio ad absurdum of utilitarianism seeks to do the greatest good for the greatest number of human beings who will ever live. By this reasoning, the fate of the hundreds of billions of as-yet-unborn people who will inhabit the planet before the sun burns it up several billion years from now is more urgent than whether a few million people die of preventable diseases this year. If killing the American aid programs that helped keep those people alive allows the U.S. government to become lean and efficient enough to fund Musk's grand project of interplanetary travel, thereby enabling human beings to live on Mars when Earth becomes uninhabitable in some distant era, then the good of humanity requires feeding those aid programs, including ones that support refugee resettlement, into the woodchipper.

Refugees--except for white South Africans--aren't important enough to matter to longtermism. Its view of humanity is far too large to notice Saman, Farhad, and their children, or to understand why America might have a moral obligation to give this family a safe home. Longtermism is a philosophy with a special appeal for smart and extremely rich sociopaths. It can justify almost any amount of hubris, spending, and suffering. Sam Bankman-Fried, the cryptocurrency mogul who is serving a 25-year sentence for fraud, conspiracy, and money laundering, was a longtermist.

It isn't clear that Musk, during his manic and possibly drug-addled months of power in the Trump administration, applied moral reasoning when hacking at the federal government. His erratic behavior and that of his troops in the Department of Government Efficiency seemed driven more by destructive euphoria than by philosophy. But in February, on Joe Rogan's show, Musk used the loftiest terms to explain why the cries of pain caused by his cuts should be ignored: "We've got civilizational suicidal empathy going on. And it's like, I believe in empathy. Like, I think you should care about other people, but you need to have empathy for civilization as a whole and not commit to a civilizational suicide. The fundamental weakness of Western civilization is empathy."

Here is another category of the long view, with an entire civilization in place of the planet's future inhabitants. Musk's sphere of empathy is galactic. In its cold immensity, the ordinary human impulse to want to relieve the pain of a living person with a name and a face disappears.

Vance once called himself "a proud member of both tribes" of the MAGA coalition--techno-futurists like Musk and right-wing populists like Steve Bannon. But when Vance invokes a moral code, it's the opposite of Musk's. The scope of its commitment is as narrow and specific as an Appalachian graveyard--the cemetery in eastern Kentucky where five generations of Vances are buried and where, he told the Republican National Convention last summer, he hopes that he, his wife, and their children will eventually lie. Such a place is "the source of America's greatness," Vance said, because "people will not fight for abstractions, but they will fight for their home." Politically, this is called blood-and-soil nationalism. Religiously, Vance traces his moral code to the Catholic doctrine of ordo amoris, the proper order of love: first your family, he told Sean Hannity of Fox News, then your neighbor, your community, your nation, and finally--a distant last--the rest of humanity.

But Vance's theology is as bad as his political theory. Generations of Americans fought and died for the idea of freedom in the Revolutionary War, the Civil War, World War II, and other conflicts. And Christian doctrine does not say to keep out refugees because they're not your kin. Jesus said the opposite: To refuse the stranger was to refuse him. Vance likes to cite Augustine and Aquinas, but the latter was clear about what ordo amoris does not mean: "In certain cases, one ought, for instance, to succor a stranger, in extreme necessity, rather than one's own father, if he is not in such urgent need."

From the March 2022 issue: The betrayal

It's a monstrous perversion of both patriotism and faith to justify hurting a young family who, after all they've suffered, still show courage and loyalty to Vance's country.

Starting from opposite moral positions, Musk and Vance are equally indifferent to the ordeal of Saman and her family. When empathy is stretched to the cosmic vanishing point or else compressed to the width of a grave, it ceases to be empathy. Perhaps these two elites even take pleasure in the squeals of bleeding-heart humanitarians on behalf of refugees, starving children, international students, poor Americans in ill health, and other unfortunates. And that may be a core value of these philosophies: They require so much inventing of perverse principles to reach a cruel end that the pain of others begins to seem like the first priority rather than the inadvertent result.

Think of the range of people who have been drawn to MAGA. It's hard to see what political ideology Elon Musk, J. D. Vance, Glenn Greenwald, Glenn Loury, Nick Fuentes, Bari Weiss, Lil Wayne, Joe Rogan, Bill Ackman, Ayaan Hirsi Ali, and Kanye West have in common. The magnetic pull is essentially negative. They all fear and loathe something more than Trump--whether it's wokeness, Palestinians, Jews, Harvard, trans people, The New York Times, or the Democratic Party--and manage to overlook everything else, including the fate of American democracy, and Saman and her family. But overlooking everything else is nihilism.

Even if most Americans haven't abandoned their private sense of empathy, many don't seem terribly bothered by the rancidness of their leaders. I confess that this indifference astonishes me. It might be the ugliest effect of Trump's return--the rapid normalization of spectacular corruption, the desensitization to lawless power, the acceptance of moral collapse. Eventually it will coarsen us all.
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Feudalism Is Our Future

What the next Dark Ages could look like

by Cullen Murphy




Judging from news accounts and interviews, numerous people in and around the Trump administration are beguiled by imperial Rome. They see themselves as interpreters of its lessons--beware immigration; uphold masculinity; make babies--and inheritors of its majesty. A banner at this year's Conservative Political Action Conference, in Washington, D.C., depicted Donald Trump in Augustan profile, his brow garlanded with laurel leaves. Elon Musk styles himself "Imperator of Mars" and has named one of his many children Romulus. Steve Bannon keeps a bust of Julius Caesar in his Capitol Hill office.

Two decades ago, when maga was just a Latin word for "enchantress," I wrote a book about ancient Rome and modern America. The book didn't touch on masculinity or the birth rate, and it didn't try to explain the fall of Rome; the idea was just to sift through the story of a past society for clues to the one we live in now. Researching a bygone empire brought me into contact with prominent scholars who generously gave me their time. One man I think about often is the late Ramsay MacMullen, a historian at Yale and the author of the classic 1988 study Corruption and the Decline of Rome--a book whose lessons retain their grip.





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



MacMullen was nearing 80 when I met him, still an active outdoorsman, and at the time considered the greatest living historian of the Roman empire, an honorific bestowed by the American Historical Association. We got together initially for lunch in New Haven, Connecticut, and afterward kept up by phone and email. I already knew him as a jaunty writer, spelunking among funerary inscriptions and papyrus fragments and bits of ancient poetry. In person, his short, tousled white hair complemented the way he spoke: confident, casual, polydirectional. At lunch, MacMullen brought up a wide range of topics--perhaps dwelling too long on early Church councils--but again and again came back to a single theme: what happens to a polity when central control and common purpose are eroded by expediency, self-interest, and profit. This had been the subject of his book on corruption--a word, as MacMullen used it, with connotations broader than bribery and graft.

What interested him, he explained, were the mechanisms that kept the Roman empire functioning, and how grit worked its way inexorably into the cogs. Rome never had an administrative state as developed as anything we know today, but when it worked, it worked pretty well. What MacMullen called a "train of power" linked authority at the center to faraway commanders and distant magistrates, to minters of coin and provisioners of ships--all the way "to a hundred cobblers in the Bay-of-Naples area, a hundred peasant owners of ox-carts in Cappadocia."

From the October 2003 issue: Cullen Murphy on medieval characteristics of the present day

And then it came undone. MacMullen described the problem: Over time, layers of divergent interests came between command and execution, causing the train of power to break. The breakage could come in the form of simple venality--somewhere along the way, someone found it profitable to ignore distant authority. Or it could occur because a public task was put into private hands, and those private hands had their own interests to protect. The military was largely farmed out to barbarian contractors--foederati, they were called--who did not always prove reliable, to put it mildly. In many places, the legal system was left to the marketplace: A bronze plaque survives from a public building in Numidia listing how much a litigant needed to pay, and to whom, to ensure that a lawsuit went forward. MacMullen had many examples of such breakage--a whole book of them.

A political scientist might use the phrase externalization of state functions to capture much of what MacMullen was looking at. A more familiar term would be privatization, the word MacMullen himself used. By the early 2000s, after two decades of deregulation and denationalization, the term had gained wide currency in a different context: to describe the path taken by governments in the West, notably the United States and Great Britain, as ever larger chunks of public responsibility--for security, finances, education, infrastructure, data--were lopped off and put into private hands. Independent fiefdoms were coming to life everywhere. I had written about this process, and it became a big part of my book.

I found myself returning to Corruption and the Decline of Rome in the early days of the current Trump administration, and wondering how MacMullen would have reacted to the rapid dismantling of government agencies and the mass firing of government workers. More and more public functions are now likely to be outsourced. Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth has been pushing for years to privatize health care for veterans. Another administration official, Mehmet Oz, has argued for privatizing Medicare--a program he now oversees. The administration has shown interest in taking apart the National Weather Service and spinning off some of its functions. It is looking into fully privatizing Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, which underpin the nation's mortgage industry.

The president has floated the idea of privatizing the United States Postal Service. On his first day in office, he issued an executive order allowing the Justice Department to again send inmates to prisons run by private companies, reversing the Biden administration's policy. He has promised to deport millions of undocumented people, and elements of that effort are also being privatized. Politico reported this spring that investors led by Erik Prince, the founder of the mercenary group once known as Blackwater, had sent a proposal to the White House arguing for the creation of a private military entity to set up "processing camps" and conduct roundups, possibly with the help of private citizens deputized to make arrests. The administration has as yet said nothing about that idea, but it did award a $151 million contract to the charter company CSI Aviation to operate deportation flights--an opportunity "too valuable not to pursue," according to an executive of one of CSI's subcarriers.

Adam Serwer: The new dark age

MacMullen died three years ago, so I can't ask him about any of this. I do remember two questions I posed when we met. The first I had thought almost preposterous: Could he summarize the evolution of imperial Rome in a single sentence? He said he could do it in three words: "Fewer have more."

The second question was about privatization, and where it leads. MacMullen was too careful a scholar to venture any grand pronouncement. There is no "must" in history, he explained. He could speculate only about how certain processes had played out in ancient Rome. That said, he liked comparing cultures and time periods (he later sent me a paper he'd written on corruption in Rome, India, and China in three different eras), and he liked to explore ideas. He thought about my question, then bounced it back: "Are you thinking about the Middle Ages?" he asked. "Or are you thinking about right now?"

The Middle Ages and I had a deal, or so I thought. For my part, I gave them sincere respect (the rise of universities, the revival of philosophy, the invention of eyeglasses) and romantic admiration (the mossy arches, the mottled stained glass, the wafting aroma of spit-roasted boar). I studied medieval history in college and for many years collaborated with my father on Prince Valiant, a comic strip set in the Middle Ages. Dank masonry and a roaring fire still bring a feeling of peace.

From the February 1994 issue: Cullen Murphy on Prince Valiant's England

In return for my love, the Middle Ages were supposed to stay where they were. But they have not. With the accelerating advance of privatization, they seem to be moving our way in the form of something that resembles feudalism. Medievalists argue over what that word really means, parsing it with contentious refinement. Was it even understood at the time? Stripped bare, though, the idea is simple enough.

In Europe, as imperial power receded, a new system of organization took hold, one in which power, governance, law, security, rights, and wealth were decentralized and held in private hands. Those who possessed this private power were linked to one another, from highest to lowest, in tiers of vassalage. The people above also had obligations to the people below--administering justice, providing protection. Think of the system, perhaps, as a nesting doll of oligarchs presiding over a great mass of people who subsisted as villeins and serfs.

The idea of governments as public ventures with a public purpose and some degree of public voice--what the Mayflower Compact called a "civill Body Politick"--took a long time to claw its way back into existence. Most people in the developed world have been living in a civill Body Politick, or something that aspires to be one, for several centuries. I won't overstate how successful this experiment has been, but it's the reason we have police forces rather than vigilantes, and safety nets rather than alms thrown haphazardly from horseback by men in tights.

In the 1980s and '90s, privatization started gaining traction again, and it had plenty of help. Anti-government sentiment created opportunities, and entrepreneurs seized them. Privatization was also pushed by policy makers who saw outsourcing as inherently more efficient. And besides, the public sector can't do everything. Case by case, privatization of this or that may well make sense. The problem comes in the sheer accumulation. In the U.S., even before Trump took office a second time, there were roughly twice as many people employed by private contractors to do the federal government's business as there were federal employees.

As the pace of privatization picked up in the 21st century, the idea of "neo-feudalism" or "techno-feudalism" began to interest scholars and theorists--Joel Kotkin, Jodi Dean, Robert Kuttner, and Yanis Varoufakis, among others. Most of the scholars are profoundly wary: They foresee an erosion of transparency, a disregard for individual rights, and a concentration of power among an ever smaller group of wealthy barons, even as the bulk of the population is relegated to service jobs that amount to a modern form of serfdom. For their part, theorists on the techno-libertarian or neo-reactionary fringe, observing from egg chairs in the Sky Lounge, see all these same things, and can't wait.

The meaning and consequences of privatization may be up for debate, but the phenomenon itself can't be argued away. To run through a few examples:

Holding a monopoly on control of the money supply was once a hallmark of public power. In the span of a decade, private cryptocurrencies have undermined that control while at the same time enabling a wide range of illicit activities. Cryptocurrencies are hard to regulate even when there's a will, which there often isn't. In the U.S., Trump and his family are heavily involved in the crypto business. In April, the president announced that he would invite the top 220 investors in his $TRUMP meme coin to a private dinner; the value of the meme coin rose within hours by 60 percent.

A monopoly on the legitimate use of force--replacing the knights and pikemen of sundry vassals with professional standing armies--was another traditional hallmark of public power. Donald Rumsfeld famously observed that "you go to war with the army you have," but another option today is "the army you rent." Globe-spanning private military companies such as the Wagner Group and Triple Canopy recall the roving mercenary Landsknechte of yore. The world is awash with mustered-out veterans of recent wars. Governments and corporations alike often want kinetic solutions without legal oversight. ("Like medieval mercenaries," a 2019 report from National Defense University observes, today's freelance personnel "can prove overly brutal when executing contracts.") From 2007 to 2012, the U.S. alone spent $160 billion on private security contractors. Growing up alongside them--an industry even larger in size--are the private intelligence-gathering companies, such as Palantir, on which the U.S. spends a significant portion of its intelligence budget. The very name Palantir seems to harken back, via Tolkien, to a feudal world.

Public police forces with a mission to protect everyone are largely a 19th-century invention. But police forces are shrinking. In the U.S., anyone with money and a need now hires private security guards, who outnumber police officers by a ratio of 2 to 1. Among companies based in the U.S., the third-largest global employer--after Amazon and Walmart--is a private security firm, Allied Universal. Private guards patrol small towns and swaths of entire cities. A consortium of hundreds of businesses in Portland, Oregon, hired a company named Echelon Protective Services to secure their downtown precinct, day and night. During the fires that devastated Los Angeles in January, the wealthiest residents of Brentwood called in the secretive security firm Covered 6 to protect their homes from looting. As for personal protection, the market has no ceiling. Mark Zuckerberg's reported annual budget for personal security is $23 million, five times more than the pope pays for the Swiss Guards.

As in medieval times, the affluent withdraw behind barriers. If it were built today, Windsor Castle would be described in the sales prospectus as a "privately governed residential community." In the 1990s, when the economist Robert Reich began writing about "the secession of the successful," some 3 million American housing units were lodged inside gated communities, which protected a population of about 8 million. Today, gated communities encompass 14 million housing units. On its website, a real-estate company in Florida earlier this year asked readers, "Is a Moat Right for You?" It was an April Fools' joke, but not a very good one, because modern moated residences already exist. Perhaps the most exclusive gated community in the world is actually an island--Indian Creek Village, in Biscayne Bay, Florida, with 89 residents (including Jeff Bezos, Ivanka Trump, and Jared Kushner) and a perimeter-security radar system designed by the Israeli company Magos. Officers in speedboats intercept anyone venturing too close.

Privatization has also upended the law. One example from an ambitious survey by Robert Kuttner and Katherine V. W. Stone in The American Prospect : the growing use of compulsory arbitration, written by corporations into private contracts, as a way of settling consumer and employment disputes. The public court system is clogged. Arbitration--the "outsourcing of jurisprudence," as the authors call it--creates a parallel private system, one in which efficiency may be more highly valued than public oversight or due process.

Oversight more broadly--of the environment, food, drugs, finance--has been drifting for decades into the hands of those being overseen. In their 2021 book, The Privatization of Everything, Donald Cohen and Allen Mikaelian documented the loss of public control over water, roads, welfare, parks, and much else. The deliberate dismantling of government in America in recent months, and its replacement with something built on privatized power and networks of personal allegiance, accelerates what was long under way. Its spirit was captured decades ago in a maxim of Ronald Reagan's economic adviser Murray Weidenbaum: "Don't just stand there-- undo something!"

One of the most watched television programs in the U.K. last year was the ITV series Mr Bates vs the Post Office, a dramatized version of events that took place starting decades ago. Britain's postal system, once overseen directly by a government minister, became a (government-owned) statutory corporation in 1970. In time, parts of it were spun off--since the days of Margaret Thatcher, the nation has pursued privatization more aggressively than most other countries--and the legal and oversight structure was subjected to continual tinkering. In a deal originating as a "public-private partnership" arrangement, the Post Office in the late 1990s computerized its accounting and other operations; the system was supplied by a U.K. company that was then acquired by the technology giant Fujitsu. Glitches in the software soon resulted in hundreds of rural postmasters being falsely accused of theft and summarily fired. Several went to prison. A number committed suicide. Fujitsu has acknowledged the errors; it does not accept blame for the entire cascade of injustice. Inside the Post Office, corporate opacity and dispersed responsibility made concealment easy and accountability hard. Without investigative reporting by the trade publication Computer Weekly--and, of course, the TV series--there might have been no accountability at all.

In the end, the head of the Post Office suffered an ironically feudal fate: Formerly a Commander of the Order of the British Empire, she had her CBE status revoked by King Charles III. And Mr. Bates, the local postmaster who organized resistance by the subpostmasters, was knighted.

Mr Bates vs the Post Office enjoyed great storytelling advantages--a gnomish hero, angry villagers, and all that verdant countryside. But grit working its way into the cogs of government is rarely cinematic or even in public view. The consequences may reveal themselves slowly, and often come down to the fine print. In 2008, desperate for cash, Chicago privatized its parking meters, selling off the rights to all the revenue for 75 years to a group of investors led by Morgan Stanley. A "true-up" provision in the contract requires the city to compensate investors for lost revenue when meters are taken out of service--a provision that weighs on decision making whenever the city considers projects that would eliminate meters or favor mass transit over cars. The rights to operate toll highways have been sold off by some jurisdictions to private companies, including foreign ones. The fine print in the contracts often prevents improvements to adjacent roads on the grounds that such enhancement would create undue competition. Private prisons generally put a quota clause into their agreements. States and municipalities may be hoping, as a matter of policy, to reduce their prison populations, but the beds in private prisons must be filled regardless.

Evoking the train of power that enables effective government, MacMullen wrote: "At every point of connection the original intent must be transmitted as it was received. Otherwise it will come to nothing." Control and accountability are the bedrock. Control: Who makes the decisions and who decides whether they will be executed--and for whose benefit? Accountability: Who determines whether something has gone wrong, and who determines whether the problem is fixed? In a privatized world, government becomes "diffuse, unstable, unpredictable," and the skein of responsibility more and more attenuated. Contractors hire subcontractors, who hire subcontractors of their own. "I can't tell you about the sub to the sub to the sub," a NATO official told The New York Times in 2010 when asked about convoy guards in Afghanistan who turned out to be in league with the Taliban. Throughout much of our spun-off government today, "the sub to the sub to the sub" is almost a job description.

Is feudalism our future? There is no "must" in history, and the present is as much a riddle as anything that lies ahead. A privatized world may be a temporary aberration, a new stage of development, or just the default setting of human society. Our own era doesn't have a name yet, and it won't be up to us to give it one. From the perspective of some far-distant vantage point, the age we inhabit may even come to seem "Middle." With contentious refinement, historians will parse what "privatization" might have meant, and wonder whether we understood it at the time.



This article appears in the July 2025 print edition with the headline "Feudalism Is Our Future."
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Inside the Creepy, Surprisingly Routine Business of Animal Cloning

"Really and truly, a horse can be alive forever. Forever and ever."

by Bianca Bosker




Twenty-seven years ago, Ty Lawrence began to be haunted by a slab of meat.

The carcass, which he spotted at a slaughterhouse while doing research as a graduate student, defied the usual laws of nature. The best, highest-quality steaks--picture a rib eye festooned with ribbons of white fat--typically come from animals whose bodies yield a relatively paltry amount of meat, because the fat that flavors their muscles tends to correspond to an excess of blubber everywhere else. This animal, by contrast, had tons of fat, but only where it would be delicious. "In my world," Lawrence told me, "people would say, 'That's a beautiful carcass.' "

As Lawrence watched the beef being wheeled toward a meat grader that day, an idea hit him: We should clone that. 

The technology existed. A couple of years earlier, in 1996, scientists at the Roslin Institute, in Scotland, had cloned Dolly the sheep. Lawrence lacked the funds or stature to make it happen, but he kept thinking about that beautiful carcass, and the lost potential to make more like it.

He was gathering data at another slaughterhouse in 2010 when, late one evening, he spotted two carcasses resembling the outlier he'd seen years before. Lawrence--by then an animal-science professor at West Texas A&M University--immediately called the head of his department. It was nearly 11 p.m. and his boss was already in bed, but Lawrence made his pitch anyway: He wanted to reverse engineer an outstanding steak by bringing superior cuts of meat back to life. He would clone the dead animals, and then mate the clones. "Think of our project as one in which you're crossbreeding carcasses," he told me.

A few years later, Lawrence and his team turned two tiny cubes of meat, sliced off exceptional beef carcasses at a packing plant, into one cloned bull and three cloned heifers. After breeding the bull with the heifers, Lawrence slaughtered the offspring to assess the quality of the meat, and found it to be just as terrific as the originals'. The next generation's meat was even better than that--superior, even, to that of animals bred from the cattle industry's top bulls.

Ranchers who are keen to mimic Lawrence's results have since bought thousands of straws of semen from his bulls. One even tried to purchase his entire stock of sperm and animals, though Lawrence declined. The clones' offspring and their offspring have, in turn, entered the food supply. "The progeny of the clones would've been eaten by, oh, I don't know, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands of people," Lawrence said. Of the four original clones, two have died of old age. The remaining two are still on the university's ranch--"grazing, drinking water, living their best second life," Lawrence told me.

Increasing numbers of animals are getting a similar do-over. In the three decades since Dolly proved that a fully grown mammal could essentially be reborn, cloning has proliferated. By now, nearly 60 different species and subspecies have been cloned, including fruit flies, fish, frogs, ferrets, French bulldogs, and monkeys, a feat long thought to be nearly impossible, given the architecture of primate eggs.

Read: The truth about Dolly the cloned sheep

Once confined to research labs, the technology has become reliable and lucrative enough to be the basis for companies around the world, which are churning out clones of super-sniffing police dogs, prizewinning show camels, pigs for organ transplantation, and "high-genomic-scoring" livestock--which is to say, ultra-lactating dairy cows and uncommonly tasty beef cattle. The top-ranked polo player, Adolfo Cambiaso, has more than 100 clones of his best horses and once won a match riding six copies of the same mare at different points throughout the competition. At a 2023 championship game, all four members of his team rode clones of that mare to face off against their opponents--who were mounted on the clones' offspring. A video homage to the cloned horse listed her birth and death dates as "3 February 2001-[?]."

The public hasn't necessarily warmed to this genetic tinkering, which strikes many as creepy: As of 2023, a majority of Americans opposed cloning, in almost equal numbers as when Dolly was born. But whether or not they realize it, many thousands of clones have already been produced as the cloning process has become more and more routine. "We passed the number of where we kept track a long time ago," says Diane Broek, an embryologist and a sales manager at Trans Ova Genetics, which specializes in cloning livestock. If you want a clone today, you'll probably have to join a waiting list.

Many clones start their lives as a paste of bloody cells in a mirrored-window storefront that sits between a quilt shop and Diamond S Rustic Decor in Whitesboro, Texas (population 3,852, according to a road sign). Whitesboro is the headquarters of ViaGen Pets & Equine, the world's leading producer of cloned cats, dogs, and horses. "That's what we usually get: It's like, 'You do what in there?' " a receptionist said when I visited this past fall.

ViaGen's waiting area had the antiseptic comfort of a doctor's office, complete with several magazines on animal husbandry and a struggling houseplant. Beyond that was a long corridor flanked by brightly lit rooms that held lab equipment, freezers, and several of the embryologists who are among ViaGen's nearly two dozen full-time employees.

Technically, a clone is a genetic replica of another living creature that is "made"--professional cloners refer to themselves as making animals--without any of the sexual athletics that traditionally accompany reproduction. This level of human control over the biological order of things has provoked concern that these companies are playing God. In an effort to dispel misgivings about the technology, cloning firms have almost universally adopted the tagline that a clone is "an identical twin born at a later date."

The late billionaire founder of the University of Phoenix established ViaGen in 2002 by licensing patents from the lab that cloned Dolly. Eventually, his family's mutt was cloned four times. (This was done by a lab in South Korea, as ViaGen wasn't yet offering pet cloning.)

Cloning has since been embraced by wealthy clients accustomed to having their desires catered to exactly. Past ViaGen customers include Barbra Streisand, who received three clones of her late Coton de Tulear dog, and the family of Pablo Escobar, which cloned a horse.


Frozen clone embryos are stored using liquid nitrogen. (Brian Finke for The Atlantic)



ViaGen's office is hung with dozens of portraits of saucer-eyed kittens and bow-tie-wearing puppies--all made in its lab. "Lasting Love" is the company's slogan, and its website features nearly 200 endorsements from pet owners, such as the grieving companion of the late Ceaser the cat, who writes, "What's a splurge on luxury items when you can bring back a piece of your heart that you thought was broken forever." The lasting love does not come cheap: $50,000 for a cat or dog, or $85,000 for a horse, payable online via credit card with all the ease of buying a blender. Once cloning is complete, the company provides clients with a DNA test, performed by an independent lab, confirming that the resulting baby is, in fact, a clone.

ViaGen eagerly shares the emotional rewards of cloning, but it can be less forthcoming with certain details about the process itself. To copy your animal, you must first send ViaGen a few pieces of its flesh, which will be used to grow new cells to supply the DNA for the clone. If the so-called founder animal is still alive, ViaGen suggests a sunflower-seed-size patch of skin from someplace it won't be missed, such as the abdomen. If the clonee is dead, the company requires a sliver of ear--"For some reason, that grows really, really well," a ViaGen technician told me--which should be sliced off within five days of the animal's death and kept chilled but not frozen to avoid being damaged. Exceptions can be made. Once, a customer sent in the room-temperature scrotum of a sheep that had been dead for nearly a week.

Your animal's tissue will be minced with a scalpel, bathed in a solution of nutrients and antibiotics, then put into an incubator that mimics the environment of the mammalian body. "Each one of the cells in there has the blueprint to make an animal," Shawn Walker, ViaGen's chief science officer, told me as we bent over an incubator to inspect a clear plastic flask where thousands of dog skin cells were proliferating in pink goo. The growing cells need to be regularly supplied with the nutrient mixture, and the incubator was fluttering with Post-it-note reminders to "feed Thursday."

After about a week in the incubator, ViaGen will harvest a minimum of 1 million cells from the flask--a sample that, in theory, could be grown and regrown to make an infinite number of copies of the original animal. ViaGen will then freeze the cells until the client is ready to clone. Currently, ViaGen's record for the most clones for a single customer is 50 horses, the company's CEO, Blake Russell, told me. "And there have been lots of clients"--who also cloned horses--"in the 20s."

Although ViaGen says it has introduced its own refinements over the years, the cloning process, called somatic cell nuclear transfer, still follows the same basic steps first developed in 1952 by researchers in Philadelphia to copy a frog embryo. It requires removing an unfertilized egg (an oocyte) from a donor animal, then wiping it clean of its own DNA so it can carry the clone's. Working at a microscope beside a photo of Paris Hilton posing poolside with her cloned Chihuahua, a ViaGen lab technician uses a glass-tipped pipette to suck out the oocyte's genetic material and, in its place, insert one of your animal's newly grown cells, which contains its DNA--and thus all the information, from fur hue to leg length, to grow a twin.

When animals mate the old-fashioned way, sperm cells have to contribute their genetic information to the oocyte; in this case, they're irrelevant. The lab technician zaps the egg with a static-electricity-strength electrical pulse that stimulates it to divide, and after a few more days in a body-temperature incubator, you have the embryo of a future clone. Dog, cat, and horse embryos are each kept in separate units. "We wouldn't want a mix-up," Walker said.

Now you need an animal to impregnate.


The cloning process, called somatic cell nuclear transfer, still follows the same basic steps first developed in 1952 to copy a frog embryo. (Brian Finke for The Atlantic)



For this, ViaGen frequently turns to a 70-year-old veterinarian named Gregg Veneklasen, who, in his 22 years working with the company, has had extensive experience dealing with the most contentious and least publicized parts of the cloning process: supplying eggs and wombs, and, when all goes well, delivering healthy baby animals.

Veneklasen, whose chest-length gray beard and rotating aloha shirts bring to mind Moses by way of Margaritaville, runs a vet clinic with a lived-in homeyness that is a far cry from ViaGen's buttoned-up operation. Located just outside Amarillo, Texas, a landscape of such unending red flatness that it looks like it was created by copy and paste, the clinic has bookshelves overflowing with animal bones; its floor is covered with stacks of textbooks, and its waiting room is presided over by a pair of languid tortoises. While scientists at ViaGen's headquarters handle the sterile lab work involved in cloning, Veneklasen and his colleagues--including a pair of identical twins he calls "my human clones"--are busy ultrasounding fetuses with their arms up mares' rectums and watching newborns take their first wobbly steps.

One morning, I arrived at Veneklasen's office to find him sitting at his desk in the dark with blood on his work boots and crimson smears of placenta in his beard, wearing the same aloha shirt he'd had on the day before. He'd been at the clinic since 4:30 a.m. helping a mare deliver a clone, the second version of the same bucking horse born in as many days. "It's pretty cool," said Veneklasen of the newborn. "That thing was a piece of skin."

Though Veneklasen specializes in horses, including million-dollar rodeo mounts and champion polo ponies, his fascination with reproduction has inspired him to tackle more offbeat cloning projects with ViaGen, including big-antlered deer for sport hunters, an endangered Przewalski's horse for the San Diego Zoo, cattle for Ty Lawrence's study at West Texas A&M, and genetically modified feral pigs with bright-orange snouts (to tell them apart from regular swine)--hundreds of animals in total.

Veneklasen guided me into a barn crowded with knee-high metal canisters that together contained a small cavalry of frozen clone embryos from ViaGen awaiting transfer into mares. He opened the top of one container, which spewed clouds of liquid-nitrogen vapor as he removed a metal basket of what looked like plastic coffee stirrers, each with a yellowish-white lump at the bottom: the embryo. Later, I'd watch a vet thread a thin stainless-steel syringe through a mare's vagina, then deposit the embryo in her uterus with the push of a plunger.

Veneklasen had started saving each straw as a keepsake after it had been emptied, and dozens of them were taped to one wall of his barn, like baby photos at a pediatrician's office. "There's a Whistle, there's a Bobby Joe," he said, reading the names of cloned horses handwritten on the straws. "There's another Whistle--they wanted tons of Whistles." He rattled off a couple more, then immediately backtracked and asked me not to print one of the names. "This guy--I don't know why, but he doesn't want anybody to know."

Plenty of people won't cop to owning clones, or making them. ViaGen works with a variety of contractors, which it calls "production partners," to source oocytes and surrogate females for the animals they clone, but aside from Veneklasen, most prefer to remain anonymous. "They're a little nervous about maybe being associated with us," Russell, the CEO, said. Many scientists who work with clones withhold the location of their facilities out of concern that they will be targeted by animal-rights activists. ViaGen does the same with the kennels where it keeps cloned pets, Russell told me, fearing "sabotage."

A Gallup survey from 2023, the most recent year for which data are available, found that 61 percent of Americans considered animal cloning "morally wrong"--a number that has held steady over the past two decades, even as the technology has progressed. Enabling a mortal creature to be born anew, ad infinitum, seems to some like human overreach, and cloning can involve biological tinkering that feels unsettling. In 2002, researchers tried to clone giant pandas by injecting their genetic material into rabbit oocytes, which they then implanted into a cat. (It didn't work.) Even the more pedestrian cloning procedures often jumble breeds together in a way that lends birth a jack-in-the-box quality, as if anything might come out. To keep up with demand, ViaGen will regularly put several dog embryos from multiple clients into a single surrogate--meaning that, as a ViaGen employee told Wired last year, a beagle could theoretically "give birth to a litter of a cloned Chihuahua, a cloned Yorkie, a cloned miniature pinscher."


Blake Russell, the CEO of ViaGen, has a 1,000-acre ranch near Whitesboro, Texas, that includes multiple air-conditioned barns for the comfort of cloned foals. (Brian Finke for The Atlantic)



And that's when everything goes as hoped. Opponents of cloning object that it does not reliably produce healthy animals. ViaGen doesn't publish its data on the grounds that doing so would reveal proprietary information. Russell did tell me that 60 to 70 percent of ViaGen's cloned horse embryos will, after being transferred, result in a pregnancy--a success rate on par with the industry standard for regular embryo transfers. Yet cloned mammals that make it to term have been born with enlarged tongues, abnormal kidneys, overdeveloped muscles, defective hearts, and malformed brains, among other ailments. Kheiron, an Argentine company that clones horses, told Vanity Fair in 2015 that a quarter of its foals suffered from "serious or fatal health issues."

Veneklasen told me that in the early days of cloning, he'd seen problems along these lines. "Fifteen years ago, it was hell," he said. "They had big umbilical cords. And, some, they were contracted"--meaning the tendons of foals' legs were unable to fully extend. But in the past decade, he said, "I haven't seen any of that." A 2016 study of 13 cloned sheep, including four Dolly clones, found them all aging normally. The latest evidence suggests that if a clone is born healthy, it will live as long and as well as any regular peer.

These days, cloning works well enough that companies often wind up with more animals than they need. Scientists' inability to predict exactly how many embryos will make it, paired with customers' impatience to get the animal they ordered, can lead to the implantation of extra embryos--say, six to eight to get a single puppy. At ViaGen, these "overproduction animals" will be offered at a discount to the client or adopted by an employee, Russell said. (A ViaGen spokesperson stressed that the company does not euthanize extra clones.)

Even if a clone is born healthy, other animals can suffer along the way. To create the first cloned dog, in 2005, South Korean researchers extracted eggs from dozens of females, then surgically implanted 1,095 embryos into 123 dogs--yielding only two cloned puppies, one of which died of pneumonia shortly after birth. The process has since become more efficient, but harvesting oocytes and transferring embryos to dogs' wombs still requires them to undergo surgery.

Read: Are pet cloners happy with their choice?

In a paddock a short walk away from the frozen embryos, Veneklasen kept nearly 60 "recipient mares"--"recips" for short--which kicked up dust and nuzzled the dirt while they waited to have eggs removed, embryos implanted, or foals delivered. I watched one of Veneklasen's twin colleagues, with the efficiency of a line cook, ultrasound several dozen horses to monitor gestating clones or check mares' ovulation cycles, which the clinic controls with hormone injections that bring them into heat more quickly than usual so they can carry more foals.

Veneklasen argues that cloning is "zero inhumane." Almost all of his recips are rescues, he told me--mostly quarter horses that didn't work out as mounts and, instead of being slaughtered across the border (the practice is effectively illegal in the U.S.), have been conscripted into a life of perpetual reproduction. "She's had 13 babies, and we just put them"--new embryos--"right back in," he said, pointing to a 22-year-old mare.

The surrogates are indisputably seen as more disposable than the clones they carry. One of the twins, Hannah Looman, described rescuing a clone by performing a C-section on a pregnant recip, which died from the surgery. "Unfortunately, the clone is going to be way more valuable than the mare, so we've got to focus on saving the clone first," she told me.

The mares I saw at Veneklasen's clinic had glossy coats and well-nourished flanks. Besides being healthy, a recip's key qualification is to be "just sweet," Veneklasen said. ViaGen's dog and cat surrogates, which include a range of breeds to accommodate offspring of varying sizes, are generally not rescues, but are specifically bred to be "docile," with good maternal instincts, Russell told me. (The company gets cat oocytes from spay clinics it sponsors, and buys dog eggs from vets and breeders.)

Cloning has sparked fears that we could copy our way to a dangerously limited gene pool. But ViaGen has actually experimented with using the process to reintroduce genetic diversity into inbred populations of endangered species, such as the black-footed ferret. A female ferret's cells were frozen at the San Diego Zoo after her death in 1988. Later, she was cloned; one of her clones was mated to a male and, in November, birthed two healthy kits. The endangered Przewalski's horse that Veneklasen helped ViaGen clone has yielded two colts--both copies of a stallion born in 1975--that will be bred with mares at the San Diego Zoo. Other labs have cloned rare species such as gaur and bantengs.

As if to settle the question of clones' well-being, Veneklasen brought me over to see the two recently delivered foals, both less than 48 hours old, that had been cloned from a bucking horse buried not far from the recips' pasture. A clone's markings can differ slightly from the original's because of the way pigmented skin cells develop in utero, and the younger colt has a white star on its forehead that its predecessor did not. Hannah Looman and her identical twin--both with long, dark hair and wearing matching jeans with zippered vests over long-sleeved shirts--sat cuddling the younger newborn in its stall. "People get really freaked out by cloning, but you just have to say to them, 'It's no different than identical twins,' " Looman told me.

Veneklasen insists that spending time around clones is enough to convince anyone of cloning's merits. "I mean, all you have to do is go outside and start petting animals," he told me. "And everybody's like, 'Man, this is cooler than heck! That horse has been dead for five years, and yet, there he is.' "

Leslie Butzer cloned her first horse six years ago, but she's been a reproduction enthusiast for much longer. She has six children, about 40 or 50 horses ("I don't count or I have to tell my husband"), and three stables, where she's constantly striving to breed "the best ponies in the country"--a goal she reiterated to me four times. "People call me 'Mother Earth,' " Butzer told me by phone from her home in Florida. "I like to breed myself. I like to breed ponies."

Breeders have long intervened in the process of natural selection, deliberately mating animals to ensure that their offspring can produce more milk or fit into our purses. But even the most carefully orchestrated pairing yields a genetic unknown, whereas cloning guarantees an exact replica of a top animal. This has made it an enticing tool for professional breeders, and cloning firms' clients range from family farms to biotech companies. "Did I mention this is addicting?" one pork farmer wrote in a testimonial for Trans Ova, the livestock-cloning firm. Some breeders have even introduced gene editing in an effort to further upgrade their animals--manipulating bovine DNA, for example, to make drought-resistant cows. This process makes use of the same technology developed for cloning, although here the oocyte's genetic material is replaced with cells from an animal whose DNA has been modified for desirable traits.


The waiting area at ViaGen's office in Whitesboro (Brian Finke for The Atlantic)



Butzer's husband and daughter, who are both vets, have helped numerous clients clone their pets, but Butzer first got interested in using the technology herself after striking up a conversation with a ViaGen employee at a veterinary conference. Soon after, she called Blake Russell to discuss her exceptional pony Rico Suave. Then 18, solidly middle-aged in equine years, Rico was clever, athletic, and sound--everything Butzer wanted in a horse. Ponies of this caliber can be leased for as much as $250,000 a year, and in the decade that she'd owned him, Butzer had made about $2 million leasing him to riders, including the Bloomberg family. Rico's only shortcomings: He was mortal and had no testicles.

Like most stallions, Rico had been castrated to make him more docile. But because cloning replicates only what's encoded in DNA--and none of the physical changes an animal experiences post-birth--Rico Suave II was born fully intact and is, at age four, a father of three with two more on the way. Even now, this strikes Veneklasen as something of a magic trick: "Sperm from a gelding!" he hooted as we watched the ungelded clone of a castrated horse ejaculate into a plastic sleeve held by one of the identical twins. (Some equestrian disciplines, such as thoroughbred racing, do not allow clones to compete; others, such as rodeo, show jumping, and polo, have embraced the practice.)

Far more livestock than pets are cloned annually, and for reasons more practical than sentimental. The FDA approved the sale of meat and milk from clones in 2008, though cloned livestock are typically born to be bred, not slaughtered; their value lies in propagating their genes. Take Apple, a copper-colored Holstein with an imperious pout and a mammary system of near-bouncy-castle proportions. Mike Deaver, a former dairy farmer, told me he became "completely obsessed" with Apple after seeing the then-two-year-old heifer at a nearby farm in Wisconsin in 2006. Deaver recalled having less than $1,000 at the time, but he scraped together $60,000--an astronomical sum for such a young heifer--to buy her. Within a few months, he had skin samples taken so he could get her cloned.

Apple quickly distinguished herself: She was unusually fit, produced as much milk as top cows, and, at the 2011 World Dairy Expo, won Grand Champion in her division, a prize that recognizes the best genetics in a breed. With Trans Ova, Deaver made nine clones of Apple, essentially stockpiling her DNA. Then he began selling the genetic material to dairy farmers. They bought offspring ($190,000 for Apple's first heifer), clones (as much as $50,000 each), and semen from her bull calves (which, at $50 a straw, brought in about $3 million). Apple now has descendants in more than 100 countries. "I'm going to say she generated us $10 million," Deaver said. Apple's genetics were so impressive that at the 2013 World Dairy Expo, one of her clones took the top award, Apple came in second, and Apple's daughter placed third.

Thanks to cloning, an exceptional creature's genetics are no longer in short supply--"We make the irreplaceable animals replaceable" is a Trans Ova sales pitch--and this has complicated the issue of who owns what. "With five minutes with a horse in the stall, I could get enough DNA to have it cloned," simply by slicing off some of its skin, one breeder and ViaGen client told me. Cambiaso, the polo player, sued a former business partner, alleging that he'd violated their agreement to make "limited first-edition clones" of Cambiaso's top horse by selling "unauthorized" copies to competitors. Cambiaso argued that this constituted a misappropriation of his trade secrets. After a jury sided with Cambiaso, a judge required the business partner to return every clone, as well as all the tissue samples that had been used to make them.

En route to Blake Russell's ranch, a 1,000-acre property near Whitesboro that includes multiple air-conditioned barns for the comfort of cloned foals, Russell pulled over beside a fenced-in field and hopped out. "Let me show you something cool," he said.

Inside the pasture were seven clones of the same mare, all two years old or younger and being kept for a polo client. The chocolate-brown fillies looked so similar, it felt like a trick of the eye, although it was their behavior that caught me off guard. Instead of scattering around the meadow, they all grazed in a clump, and when they saw us walking through the pasture, they trotted over, moving in unison like a murmuration of starlings. Each one explored me in the same affable way as they took turns sniffing my sneakers, notebook, and hair. All seven trailed us back to the car.

To many of ViaGen's clients, cloning is appealing because of the potential they see to replicate an animal's physical and mental makeup. ViaGen's website assures customers that a clone can share the original's temperament and intelligence. But some people have come to believe that clones get even more from the founder animal than that: They theorize that past experiences can be recorded in an organism's cells through a process they refer to as "cellular memory," and transmitted just like eye color. "There's not a scientist in the world who will agree with me, except that I've seen it," Veneklasen said.


Norman, Winston, Sven, Fred, and George are all clones of a horse named Dynamo. (Amy Lynn Powell for The Atlantic)



The cloning community abounds in anecdotes: six-month-old puppies that supposedly complete agility courses as well as a five-year-old dog would; horses with the founder animal's same fear of garden hoses or antipathy toward men. ViaGen studiously avoids making promises about cellular memory, which remains firmly a theory. Only a handful of studies have compared the behavior of clones with more traditionally bred animals, and these have found negligible differences. A 2003 paper that analyzed nine cloned pigs found that their habits and preferences varied as much as--and in some cases more than--those of eight naturally bred pigs. To what degree anyone's behavior is shaped by genetics versus other factors continues to be a mystery, one I couldn't help thinking of as I watched the identical twins at Veneklasen's clinic doing their rounds. "It is funny: We both ended up doing the same thing," Looman told me. "I don't think we would've thought that."

When a beloved horse dies, Veneklasen said, he and his twin colleagues "always tell each other, 'She'll be back.' " Our tendency to project a consistency of behavior onto copied creatures speaks to what people are eager to see in them: that they are the animal we treasured, back again for another round at life. A clone can't resurrect the original. But in a way, it can ensure that the original never dies. "Really and truly, a horse can be alive forever. Forever and ever," Veneklasen told me. It's hard not to wonder whether we will turn that technology on ourselves.

In 2014, a team of researchers in California removed skin cells from a 75-year-old man, implanted his DNA into four dozen oocytes taken from human egg donors, and successfully created a cloned human embryo that developed into stem cells--the precursor to a fully fledged fetus. Neither that embryo nor several others that were made were transferred into a womb; the hope is that the technology could one day be used to, say, grow you a new kidney in a lab. But human cloning is no longer such a hypothetical.

Russell told me that ViaGen has been approached by people keen to explore it. But, he said, "we try to make it very clear our door is not even cracked open for that discussion."

More than 80 percent of Americans consider human cloning "morally wrong," although 12 percent now approve of it--a number that has ticked up over the past two decades. Some proponents argue that in the interest of discovery and progress, science should never be hemmed in. But from the moment Dolly the sheep was unveiled, cloning has rattled people's faith in scientists to self-regulate. "I'm trying to think of any single announcement short of the atomic bomb that made people as nervous," a bioethicist told me.

Certainly, the risk of public condemnation hasn't been enough to prevent some determined individuals from experimenting with human cloning. At least four different people or groups have, since the early 2000s, claimed to be working toward the goal. These include one of the senior-most leaders of a cult, an Italian physician sentenced to prison for drugging a nurse and harvesting her eggs, and a South Korean scientist who faked data and was convicted of embezzlement and ethics violations in a case that revealed women had been paid to donate their eggs for his experiments. None of them, as far as we know, has succeeded in copying a person.

From the June 2002 issue: Cloning Trevor

But what's actually stopping anybody from trying to clone themselves or someone else? In the United States, human cloning is legal at the federal level. Although some states outlaw the practice, more than two dozen others, including Texas, Florida, and Pennsylvania, have no prohibitions. The U.S. government does not allow the use of federal dollars for human cloning. But given the appetite for immortality among Silicon Valley elites and others, private funding might be relatively easy to come by. "You don't need that much to try human cloning," says Hank Greely, the director of the Center for Law and the Biosciences at Stanford University. "You need an IVF clinic, basically, and a small lab." (He added that it would be "deeply wrong and unethical" to attempt it.)

I spoke with one physician who remains eager to give it a go. Panayiotis Zavos, a fertility doctor in Kentucky, claimed in 2009 that a human clone was forthcoming: He said he had, at an undisclosed location, implanted 11 cloned human embryos into the wombs of four women. Whether he really did this is unclear; no babies were born. Though he is not actively pursuing cloning research now, Zavos told me, he's still interested in copying a person. He wouldn't say what he would need to restart his efforts, for fear of being inundated with requests. "The activity can be turned on by a switch by tomorrow, if need be," he said. Only a few hours before we spoke, he said, he'd received a call from a German woman dying of liver cancer who was curious to explore whether she could twin herself and leave her clone her fortune. That, or harvest its liver.



This article appears in the July 2025 print edition with the headline "The Clones Are Here."
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Mount Everest's Xenon-Gas Controversy Will Last Forever

History is repeating itself in the world of controversial sports records.

by Alex Hutchinson




It was a travesty--two travesties, actually, separate but inextricably linked. In May 1953, Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay became the first people to reach the summit of Mount Everest, a challenge that had killed more than a dozen people in the preceding decades and that scientists had once declared impossible. The catch: They breathed canisters of pure oxygen, an aid that the Everest pioneer George Mallory--one of those who died on the mountain--had once dismissed as "a damnable heresy."

A month later, a young British medical trainee named Roger Bannister just missed running the first sub-four-minute mile, another long-standing barrier sometimes dubbed "Everest on the track." But he did it in a race where his training partner let himself be lapped in order to pace Bannister all the way to the finish line, violating rules about fair play due to the advantages of pacing. Bannister's American rival, Wes Santee, was unimpressed. "Maybe I could run a four-minute mile behind one of my father's ranch horses," he said, "if that's what you want."

Funny how history repeats itself. Fast-forward to a couple of weeks ago: A controversy erupted in the world of mountaineering, when four British climbers summited Everest just five days after jetting to Nepal from the United Kingdom. To skip the usual weeks or months spent gradually adjusting to high altitude, they paid a reported $153,000 each for a bespoke protocol that included inhaling xenon gas to help them adjust more rapidly. Meanwhile, on the track, Kenya's three-time Olympic champion, Faith Kipyegon, is preparing for a carefully choreographed, Nike-sponsored attempt to become the first woman to run a mile in under four minutes. It's slated for June 26 in Paris and will almost certainly violate the same pacing rules that Bannister's run did.

Both initiatives are, by any measure, remarkable feats of human ingenuity and endurance. They're also making people very angry.

The xenon-fueled expedition was organized by an Austrian guide named Lukas Furtenbach, who is known for his tech-focused approach to expeditions. He has previously had clients sleep in altitude tents at home for weeks to pre-acclimatize them to the thin mountain air. What made the new ascent different is that, in addition to sleeping in altitude tents, the four British climbers visited a clinic in Germany where they inhaled xenon gas, whose oxygen-boosting potential has been rumored for years. The World Anti-Doping Agency banned xenon in 2014 after allegations that Russian athletes used it for that year's Winter Olympics. But subsequent studies on its athletic effects have produced mixed results. Other research in animals has hinted at the possibility that it could offer protection from potentially fatal forms of altitude illness, which can occur when climbers ascend too rapidly. For now, the strongest evidence that it helps high-altitude mountaineers comes from Furtenbach's own self-experimentation over the past few years.

When news of Furtenbach's plans emerged earlier this year, the International Climbing and Mountaineering Federation's medical commission put out a statement arguing that xenon probably doesn't work and could be dangerous because of its sedative effects. Other critics have pointed out that shorter expeditions mean less paying work for the Sherpa guides in the region. But these criticisms can feel like post hoc justifications for the fact that many mountaineers simply have a gut-level aversion to what seems like a shortcut to the summit. Their objection isn't to xenon itself but to the idea of making Everest easier.

That's the same problem many runners have with Kipyegon's sub-four-minute-mile attempt. Women have made extraordinary progress in the event since Diane Leather notched the first sub-five in 1954, but under conventional racing conditions, no one expects a sub-four anytime soon. Kipyegon is the fastest female miler in history: Her current world record, set in 2023, is 4:07.64, which leaves her more than 50 yards behind four-minute pace--an enormous deficit to overcome in a sport where, at the professional level, progress is measured in fractions of a second. Nike has promised "a holistic system of support that optimizes every aspect of her attempt," including "footwear, apparel, aerodynamics, physiology and mind science," but hasn't revealed any details of what that support might look like. That means critics--and there are many--don't yet have any specific innovation to object to; they just have the tautological sense that any intervention capable of instantly making a miler 7.7 seconds faster must by definition be unfair. (I reached out to Nike for further specifics about the attempt, but the company declined to comment.)

It's a safe bet that new shoes will be involved. Kipyegon's effort, dubbed Breaking4 by Nike, is a sequel to the company's Breaking2 marathon in 2017, in which Kipyegon's fellow Kenyan Eliud Kipchoge came within 25 seconds of breaking two hours at a time when the official world record was 2:02:57. Kipchoge's feat was made possible in part by a new type of running shoe featuring a stiff carbon-fiber plate embedded in a thick and bouncy foam midsole, an innovation that has since revolutionized the sport. But the reason his time didn't count as a world record was that, like Bannister, he had a squad of pacers who rotated in and out to block the wind for him all the way to the finish line. That's also likely to be a key for Kipyegon. In fact, scientists published an analysis earlier this year suggesting that a similar drafting approach would be enough to take Kipyegon all the way from 4:07 to 3:59 without any other aids.

Bannister's paced-time trial in 1953 was ruled ineligible for records because, per the British Amateur Athletic Board, it wasn't "a bona fide competition according to the rules." Still, the effort had served its purpose. "Only two painful seconds now separated me from the four-minute mile," Bannister later wrote, "and I was certain that I could cut down the time." Sure enough, less than a year later, Bannister entered the history books with a record-legal 3:59.4. Similarly, Kipchoge went on to break two hours in another exhibition race in 2019, and Nike's official line is that it hopes that feat will pave the way for a record-legal sub-two in the future. (It's certainly getting closer: The world record now stands at 2:00:35.) In 1978, a quarter century after Hillary and Norgay's historic ascent, Reinhold Messner and Peter Habeler climbed Everest without supplemental oxygen.



One view of innovation in sports, advanced by the bioethicist Thomas Murray, is that people's perceptions are shaped by how new ideas and techniques are introduced. The status quo always seems reasonable: Of course we play tennis with graphite rackets rather than wooden ones, use the head-first Fosbury flop to clear high-jump bars, and climb mountains with the slightly stretchable kernmantle ropes developed in the 1950s. But many of these same innovations seem more troublesome during the transition periods, especially if only some people have access to them.

When Bannister finally broke the four-minute barrier, he was once again paced by his training partners, but only for about the first three-quarters of the race. This form of pacing remained highly controversial, but because none of the pacemakers had deliberately allowed himself to be lapped, the record was allowed to stand. These days, such pacing is so routine that there are runners who make a living doing nothing but pacing races for others, always dropping out before the finish. The full-race pacing that Kipyegon will likely use in Breaking4 remains verboten; the slightly different pacing that leads runners almost all the way through the race but forces them to run the last lap alone is simply business as usual. Oxygen in a can is good; xenon in a can is bad. These are subtle distinctions.

Sports are, in at least some respects, a zero-sum game: When one person wins a race or sets a record, it unavoidably means that someone else doesn't. Even at the recreational level, if everyone decides to run marathons in carbon-plated shoes that make them five minutes faster, the standards needed to qualify for the Boston Marathon get five minutes faster. "Once an effective technology gets adopted in a sport, it becomes tyrannical," Murray told me several years ago, when I was writing about athletes experimenting with electric brain stimulation. "You have to use it." In the '50s, a version of that rationale seemed to help the British expedition that included Hillary and Norgay overcome the long-standing objections of British climbers to using oxygen--the French had an Everest expedition planned for 1954 and the Swiss for 1955, and both were expected to use oxygen.

Less clear, though, is why this rationale should apply to the modern world of recreational mountaineering in which Furtenbach operates. What does anyone--other than perhaps the climbers themselves, if you think journeys trump destinations--lose when people huff xenon in order to check Everest off their list with maximal efficiency? Maybe they're making the mountain more crowded, but you could also argue that they're making it less crowded by getting up and down more quickly. And it's hard to imagine that Furtenbach's critics are truly lying awake at night worrying about the long-term health of his clients.

Something else is going on here, and I'd venture that it has to do with human psychology. A Dutch economist named Adriaan Kalwij has a theory that much of modern life is shaped by people's somewhat pathological tendency to view everything as a competition. "Both by nature and through institutional design, competitions are an integral part of human lives," Kalwij writes, "from college entrance exams and scholarship applications to jobs, promotions, contracts, and awards." The same ethos seems to color the way we see dating, leisure travel, hobbies, and so on: There's no escape from the zero-sum dichotomy of winners and losers.

Kalwij's smoking gun is a phenomenon that sociologists call the "SES-health gradient," which refers to the disparities in health between people of high and low socioeconomic status. Despite the rise of welfare supports such as pensions and health care, the SES-health gradient has been widening around the world--even, Kalwij has found, among Olympic athletes. There used to be no difference in longevity among Dutch Olympians based on their occupation. But among the most recent cohort, born between 1920 and 1947, athletes in high-SES jobs, such as lawyers, tend to outlive athletes in low-SES jobs by an average of 11 years. As Kalwij interprets it, making an Olympic team is a life-defining win, but getting stuck in a poorly paying dead-end job is a loss that begets an endless series of other losses: driving a beater, living in a lousy apartment, flying economy. These losses have cumulative psychological and physiological consequences.

Some things in life really are competitions, of course. Track and field is one of them, and so we should police attempts to bend its rules with vigilance. Other things, such as being guided up Everest, are not--or at least they shouldn't be. The people who seem most upset about the idea of rich bros crushing Everest in a week are those who have climbed it in six or eight or 12 weeks, whose place in the cosmic pecking order has been downgraded by an infinitesimal notch. But I, too, was annoyed when I read about it, despite the fact that I've never strapped on a crampon. Their win, in some convoluted way, felt like my loss.

Another detail in Kalwij's research sticks in my mind. Among American Olympians, silver medalists tend to die a few years earlier than either gold or bronze medalists. Kalwij theorizes that these results, too, are related to people's outlook. Gold medalists are thrilled to win, and bronze medalists are thrilled to make the podium; silver medalists see themselves as "the No. 1 loser," as Jerry Seinfeld once put it. With that in mind, I've tried to reframe my attitude about the xenon controversy. Let the annual Everest frenzy continue, with or without xenon, and let its allure continue to draw the most hard-edged and deep-pocketed summit baggers. Meanwhile, leave the other, lesser-known mountains for the rest of us to enjoy in tranquility. I'd call that a win.
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Why Skepticism About College Is Hard to Shake

Americans' feelings about the benefits of higher education don't always match the facts.

by Isabel Fattal




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.


College-graduation ceremonies are expressions of joy, but also of relief. As photos are taken, tassels turned, hugs exchanged, the hope is that all of the hard work, and the money, will have been worth it.

But many Americans aren't convinced that it is. Confidence in the institution of higher education has fallen sharply over the past decade, and among political groups, Republicans show the most skepticism. A 2024 Pew Research Center report noted that only one in four Americans says "it's extremely or very important to have a four-year college degree in order to get a well-paying job in today's economy." The fact that finding a job has gotten more difficult for recent graduates hasn't done much to inspire faith in higher education. The Federal Reserve Bank of New York reported in late April that the unemployment rate for recent grads is at 5.8 percent (compared with the overall unemployment rate of 4.2 percent), its highest since July 2021.

Some challenges in finding a job after graduation are more about the economic patterns of the past few years than they are about the deficiencies of college. In 2021, America was going through the "Great Resignation," when many people were quitting jobs to find better pay or better working conditions elsewhere. But after inflation rose dramatically that same year and the U.S. Federal Reserve raised interest rates in 2022, demand cooled for white-collar industry jobs such as those in technology and consulting. Now "the Great Resignation has become what some people call the 'Great Stay,'" my colleague Derek Thompson told me. "We're still adding jobs, but there's not as many openings for the musical chairs of the economy as there used to be."

The years immediately following the pandemic were also a time of major wage growth for traditionally low-wage industries, such as retail and hospitality, which employ a large share of workers with less formal education. But this growth may not last throughout a worker's life: In general, earnings for low-wage jobs that do not require a college degree tend to stagnate over time. "Wages grow faster for more-educated workers because college is a gateway to professional occupations, such as business and engineering, in which workers learn new skills, get promoted, and gain managerial experience," the economist David Deming explained in The Atlantic in 2023.

If we take the recent unemployment stats as a result of specific post-pandemic trends, they shouldn't necessarily spook people into giving up on college. But questions about the benefit of a college degree far precede the pandemic. Research by the Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco estimates that the earnings gap between college graduates and high-school graduates stopped widening around 2010 and has been fairly consistent ever since. The experts I spoke with were clear: The college wage premium is still high--in other words, college graduates make more money on average than nongraduates. In fact, the latest data suggest that the median salary for college graduates aged 22-27 is 50 percent higher than high-school graduates of the same age. But this premium doesn't appear to be  going up.

Part of this story is the fact that employers have found it easier in recent years to hire high-school graduates to do the same entry-level work as college graduates. As the San Francisco Bank researchers note, this may be because we've seen a relative slowdown in the invention of new technologies that favor college graduates who are educated in using them, like desktop computers did in the 1980s. And although it's too soon to tell the effect that generative AI is having on the job market for new grads, this tech seems likely to introduce the opposite dynamic: Instead of putting college graduates at an advantage, it could decrease the number of entry-level jobs that require more formal education.

The college wage premium is still high, which means that it's still beneficial to get a degree. But for whom, exactly? A new working paper from Zachary Bleemer, an assistant professor of economics at Princeton, and Sarah Quincy, an assistant professor of economics at Vanderbilt, found that for the first half of the 20th century, college offered the same added wage value for students from both high- and low-income backgrounds. That changed after the 1960s: Since then, the overall return on college has grown, and the relative value of college for lower-income kids has steadily declined.

Some of this is because lower-income students have become less likely than higher-income students to enroll in traditional four-year colleges, instead opting for community or for-profit colleges. Another reason, Bleemer told me, is that in recent decades, many states have chosen to invest more in their flagship schools than in the local public universities, where a large share of their students are enrolled. As the gaps between these schools have widened, Bleemer said, "the relative value of college for the lower-income kids that predominantly go to these local public institutions has fallen." What a student chooses to major in also matters: Higher-income students have become more likely to earn degrees in computer science and engineering in recent years. As universities have become more selective about which students they admit to these degree programs, "lower-income kids are increasingly left out of those very high-wage disciplines," he said.

Bleemer had the same note of caution as the other experts I spoke with: Although the relative value of college for low-income students has fallen, "it's still way bigger than zero." He pointed me to studies from several states that show the value of college to the long-run outcomes of students who were just at the margins of being permitted to enroll in their state's public higher-education system--particularly those with lower incomes. The research shows that college-going is valuable for those kids--"far more valuable than the tuition costs" they accrue, Bleemer said.

Even though the numbers make the case for college, much of Americans' distrust in higher education has nothing to do with return on investment. Some of their skepticism is rooted in the realities of a difficult job market, but another portion is rooted in broader political views and abstract notions about the perils of academia. These doubts may also have a basis in Americans' lack of faith in institutions, and in one another.

Colleges can't solve those problems by themselves. But schools, and the governments that fund them, do have a role in earning that trust back--in strengthening universities' reputation as places for learning, discovering oneself, and finding abundant opportunity. More state and federal investment in higher education could help. As the Trump administration attempts to strip schools of federal funding, though, it's becoming clear that setting up colleges to better serve students is not a national priority.
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Mount Everest's Xenon-Gas Controversy Will Last Forever

By Alex Hutchinson

It was a travesty--two travesties, actually, separate but inextricably linked. In May 1953, Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay became the first people to reach the summit of Mount Everest, a challenge that had killed more than a dozen people in the preceding decades and that scientists had once declared impossible. The catch: They breathed canisters of pure oxygen, an aid that the Everest pioneer George Mallory--one of those who died on the mountain--had once dismissed as "a damnable heresy."


Read the full article.
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Look. Spend time with photos of a spectacular eruption at Mount Etna.

Read. These five books will redirect your attention when you need it.

Play our daily crossword.

Isabel Fattal contributed to this newsletter.

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/06/college-wage-premium-jobs-grads/683036/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Diddy's Trial Is Revealing a Conspiracy, but It's Not the One People Expected

The speculative guesswork distracts from the all-too-ordinary issues at the center of his case.

by Spencer Kornhaber




Over the past year and a half, I've kept finding myself in unexpected conversations about Diddy. Cab drivers, deli cooks, and far-flung uncles have all wanted to chat about the 55-year-old rapper who's now on trial for charges of sex trafficking, racketeering conspiracy, and transportation to engage in prostitution. There is, certainly, plenty to talk about: Federal prosecutors allege that the media mogul liked to throw baby-oil-slicked orgies--called "freak-offs"--where abuse and exploitation regularly occurred. (He pleaded not guilty; his lawyers say he never coerced anyone into anything.) But the conversations tend to be less about Sean "Diddy" Combs than about playing a guessing game: Who else was involved?

Some of the people I've spoken with had theories about Justin Bieber, citing rumors suggesting that the singer--a teenage protege of Diddy's--had been preyed upon ("Justin is not among Sean Combs' victims," Bieber's representative said in a statement last month). Others speculated that the Democratic Party, whose candidates Combs has campaigned for over the years, was in some way implicated in the case. Most of them agreed that Diddy was comparable to Jeffrey Epstein in that he was probably at the hub of a celebrity sex-crime ring.

Since the trial began a few weeks ago, it's become clear what these conversations were: distractions from the bleak, all-too-ordinary issues that this case is really about.

The wild nature of the conspiracist narratives surrounding Combs can't be overstated. In January, social-media users wondered if the fires that swept through glitzy L.A. neighborhoods were meant to destroy evidence pointing to the participation of other celebrities. On Amazon last year, sales spiked for a salacious memoir purportedly written by the rapper's late girlfriend, Kimberly Porter, and published by a self-described investigative journalist using the pseudonym Jamal T. Millwood--the latter being the supposed alias that Tupac used after he, according to legend, faked his death. (Amazon pulled the book from its offerings after Porter's family lambasted it as a forgery.) One viral fake news story, based on no evidence at all, said that Will Smith had sold one of his children into Combs's servitude. On Truth Social last fall, Donald Trump himself shared a meme featuring a fabricated image of Kamala Harris and Diddy, with text reading, "Madam vice president, have you ever been involved with or engaged in one of Puff Daddies freak offs?"

The media also stoked the fervor. A former bodyguard of Combs's gave an interview for a TMZ documentary saying that politicians, princes, and preachers were mixed up in the rapper's debauchery. The conservative influencer Charlie Kirk devoted a portion of one webcast to wondering, "Maybe P. Diddy has footage of Barack Obama doing something he shouldn't have been doing?" Piers Morgan hosted a singer, Jaguar Wright, who insinuated that Jay-Z and Beyonce had committed crimes much like the ones Diddy is charged with. After those stars issued a vigorous denial and threatened to sue, Morgan apologized and edited any mention of them out of the interview online--and then, in February, retired General Michael Flynn presented Wright with a "Defender of Freedom Award" at Mar-a-Lago.

A few actual facts underlay all of this QAnon-esque speculation. For more than a decade, Combs's legendary White Parties attracted a medley of stars to the Hamptons, Los Angeles, and Saint-Tropez. Attendees often joked publicly about how rowdy the festivities could get. Over the past year or so, dozens of people--an array of musicians, workers, models, and others who have crossed paths with him since the 1990s--have sued Combs for a variety of offenses (all of which he denies), and some of those suits have alluded to alleged misdeeds by other celebrities. (One lawsuit naming Jay-Z was dropped after the star denied the claim; he has since countersued for defamation.)

Read: Diddy's defenders

Still, the speed and sheer giddiness with which conspiracist thinking eclipsed the known details of Combs's case confirmed a few bleak realities about the psyche of a country in which economic inequality and sexual abuse are both stubbornly endemic. A whole class of politicians, commentators, and media platforms exist to exploit the resentments that everyday people hold toward the rich and famous. Meanwhile, rates of sexual harassment and assault--reportedly experienced by 82 percent of women and 42 percent of men in the United States in their lifetime--remain as high as they were when the #MeToo movement erupted in 2017. Examining the real reasons for this is less fun--and, for many, less profitable--than imagining that Hollywood is a front for ritualistic sadism.

The trial itself, which began in Manhattan on May 12, has not yet revealed a network of super-famous evildoers. Although the testimony has surfaced vivid and bizarre details about the rarefied lives of celebrities, it's also told an intimate, human, oddly familiar story about how power can warp relationships in all sorts of ways. I realized that in the random conversations I'd had leading up to the trial, I'd heard a lot about the imagined villains, and very little about the people they were said to have hurt.



Combs's downfall in the public eye began in November 2023, when an ex-girlfriend, the singer Cassie Ventura, filed a lawsuit alleging that he had raped and physically abused her. The suit was settled one day later out of court, but many of its details are resurfacing now. Although the federal trial against Combs is expected to last at least eight weeks and feature dozens of witnesses, Diddy and Ventura's relationship has been central to the testimony. Prosecutors say Combs ran an organized criminal enterprise that served, in part, to assist in and cover up this one woman's subjugation.

Ventura, now 38, was a 19-year-old aspiring R&B singer when she met Combs around 2005. He'd heard her first-ever single, "Me & U"; it would become a hit, but Diddy promised that he could guide her to a career of lasting success. He signed her to a 10-album deal with his label, Bad Boy Records, and released her debut album in 2006. It is still her only album to ever come out.

Their relationship soon evolved from professional to romantic. The singer said she'd initially rejected the rapper's advances but that she'd felt pressured to do what he wanted because her career was largely in his hands. He also reportedly provided her with gifts, threatened her with punishment, and supplied her with drugs until she felt he controlled her life. She said that he then used that control liberally, dictating what she wore, whom she socialized with, which medications she took.

Read: The myth of the "underage woman"

He also beat her. Hotel security-camera footage from 2016 published by CNN last year--and used as evidence in the trial--showed Combs chasing Ventura down a hallway, throwing her to the ground, kicking her, and pulling her by her sweatshirt. The video is a small and terrible glimpse into their relationship. Diddy is in a towel and clearly furious; Ventura, starkly alone, makes no effort to defend herself. "My behavior on that video is inexcusable," Combs said in a filmed mea culpa last year; during the trial, his lawyers have acknowledged that he was violent toward her.

Other witnesses in the trial have testified that the hotel assault was not an isolated incident. One former assistant, Capricorn Clark, reported seeing Combs repeatedly kick Ventura after learning that she'd been romantically involved with the rapper Kid Cudi. Another former assistant, George Kaplan, described a 2015 altercation between Combs and Ventura on Diddy's private jet. He heard the sound of breaking glass in a private area, where he then saw Combs standing and holding a whiskey glass over Ventura, who was on her back. According to Kaplan, Ventura screamed, "Isn't anybody seeing this?" No one on the plane intervened, Kaplan said.

The now-notorious freak-offs allegedly occurred against this backdrop of violence and intimidation. Ventura's lawsuit said that toward the beginning of Combs and Ventura's relationship, Combs hired a man to have sex with Ventura while Diddy watched. Encounters like that, involving sex workers and drugs, became regular occurrences that could last for days at a time. The freak-offs were, prosecutors say, "performances" for Combs's pleasure. And they affected the performers; Ventura testified to having medical problems, mental-health issues, and drug addiction as a result of them.

Read: The transparent cruelties of Diddy's entertainment machine

Combs's defense argues that Ventura willingly participated in these events. His lawyers have cited text messages in which she appears to express enthusiasm: "I'm always ready to freak off," she wrote to him in August 2009. Other texts suggest a more complicated picture--in 2017, Ventura wrote, "I love our FOs when we both want it." She and prosecutors assert that whenever she tried to resist Combs's commands, he would bring her to heel with physical violence and threats of blackmail and financial harm. Ventura's lawsuit alleged that when she tried to break up with him for good in 2018, he raped her in her home (an accusation that Diddy's defense has concertedly pushed back on during the trial).

Ventura is not the only alleged victim of Combs's. His employees have shared particularly disturbing stories: Clark said that Combs kidnapped her twice; a former assistant identified as Mia testified last week that the rapper repeatedly sexually assaulted her. (Diddy's lawyers dispute that the kidnappings ever happened and have questioned Mia's credibility.) Prosecutors are pursuing racketeering charges on the theory that Combs didn't act alone: For example, they say he may have had someone set Kid Cudi's car on fire (the defense denies Combs's involvement in that arson). In this way, Diddy's case is also a story about what happens when it's easier to take the check and not ask too many questions.

Read: What finally brought R. Kelly down

But fundamentally, the trial is another highly public test of the definition of consent. It recalls the prosecutions of Harvey Weinstein, the movie producer who allegedly dangled job prospects to women interested in the film industry in exchange for sex (one of his convictions was overturned last year and is being retried now). It also evokes R. Kelly, the musician who wooed aspiring singers with promises of career help and then violently kept them--and other women--in sexual servitude (behavior for which he is currently serving 31 years in prison).

And the issues here transcend celebrity. When #MeToo erupted eight years ago, it forced many everyday Americans to reexamine experiences they'd had in their workplaces and homes. The movement has, by many indications, petered out or even curdled into backlash: Yesterday, one of Diddy's lawyers asked Mia whether she was looking for a "Me Too money grab," which suggests he thinks the very words Me Too might be tinged for some jury members. But to sit with the allegations against Combs--and the experiences of the alleged victims--is to again be confronted with the underlying reasons that movement happened. It's to be confronted with the intolerable things that happen when men are given the power to pursue their desires however they want, and to extract whatever they want from their underlings.

A lot of people would evidently prefer to turn away from that confrontation--and to focus on fantasy. Since I started paying attention to the case, my YouTube algorithm has become polluted by videos with AI-generated courtroom sketches of stars such as Will Smith and Jay-Z, paired with totally imaginary testimony about their involvement in Combs's crimes. The videos are yet another sign that our society is losing any shared sense of reality. They do, however, have disclaimers stipulating that they are fiction, which raises the question: Why is this the story someone wants to hear?

Perhaps because tales of demonic Hollywood cabals offer a simple, clear-cut narrative that doesn't ask us to reflect on how domestic violence and sexual coercion really get perpetuated--and perhaps because that narrative benefits certain agendas. Last month, I tuned in to Asmongold, a popular Twitch streamer who interprets the daily news for a large audience of young, often aggrieved men. He had a glazed look in his eyes as TV news footage related to the trial played on his screen. Then he said, "I don't care about this case at all--until Diddy starts naming names."
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A PTSD Therapy 'Seemed Too Good to Be True'

What if overcoming trauma can be painless?

by Yasmin Tayag




The morning of April 28, 2004, started like the rest of Jeff Turner's mornings in Iraq. Breakfast in the chow hall, a walk across the grounds to his station. The same sun, the same palm trees, the same desert. But the two distant thumps Turner heard as he left the hall were unusual. Boy, that sounds like mortars, he thought.



The hall exploded first. Shards of its metal frame shot into his flesh. The second bomb erupted in the sand nearby, encircling him in smoke. Turner dove between two parked mail vans. There, he began to register the screams from the chow hall. A soldier who had been chasing Turner down found him soaked in blood. "You've got a problem, sergeant," the soldier told him.



The mortar had ripped through the hall's canvas roof and sprayed shrapnel in every direction. Compared to others, Turner was lucky. He walked away from the attack with wounds deep in his leg and under the wristband of his watch. The next day, he was back at work.



But he knew something was off. He soon found his heart pounding throughout mundane tasks. Loud noises sent him leaping into bunkers. What little sleep he got was plagued with nightmares; waking launched him into a state of panic. Some of these symptoms persisted for years. A decade after the explosion, the flashbacks began. Vivid memories of war would flood his vision, freezing him in place. He didn't know what was happening at first, but he eventually noticed certain triggers: the bang of a dump truck, the scent of wet canvas. "It would bring me back, just like that," Turner told me. "I would be stuck."



Flashbacks, along with nightmares, sleeplessness, and a heightened sense of fear, are hallmark symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder. Without treatment, some people with PTSD begin to notice distortions in their behavior and mood. They feel like they are in constant danger, because the past keeps barging in on the present. The fear makes them avoidant, and they withdraw into isolation. Shame, guilt, and anger fester; depression and a dramatically higher risk of suicide can follow. Turner received his diagnosis when his tour ended in 2005. At home, he snapped at his wife and kids. He kept misplacing his keys and losing his hat. Rage consumed him at all times, except when he was drunk. "I was a completely different person," he said.



Treating PTSD revolves around a central question: How do you get a person to leave the past in the past? Researchers work on ways to distance patients from the intense feelings a recollection of a traumatic moment can evoke. Since PTSD was first recognized by the medical field more than 40 years ago, the prevailing psychotherapeutic treatment has entailed facing the trauma head-on. In prolonged-exposure therapy, patients revisit their trauma in weekly sessions with therapists in the hope that repetition will extinguish their fears. The idea is, essentially, to face your demons, to look terror in the eye. And it works. Prolonged exposure, which has been extensively studied and is endorsed by the National Center for PTSD, the leading PTSD-research center housed in the Department of Veterans Affairs, has been found to help nearly 70 percent of patients who complete treatment. The past recedes; life can move forward again.



The problem with prolonged exposure, however, is that it can be incredibly hard to get through. Charging right toward trauma invites immense pain. It can be so harrowing that people drop out of treatment. Fewer than half of patients actually complete it, according to the largest-ever study of psychotherapy treatment for PTSD in veterans.



PTSD is more common among veterans than civilians. It's also deadlier. Among people with current or past diagnoses, the risk of death by suicide for veterans is roughly double that of civilians. The urgency of the situation has led researchers to develop alternative therapies for PTSD: medications, new forms of talk therapy, regimens involving virtual reality, and, most controversially, psychedelics. After years rotating through a jumble of medications and therapies with limited effects, in 2023, Turner took an even less conventional route. He landed on a little-known treatment called Reconsolidation of Traumatic Memories.

RTM comes with a big, perhaps even fantastical claim: that treating PTSD can be painless. Turner was skeptical but figured he had nothing to lose. To his surprise, the treatment seemed to be the only thing that worked. After just five sessions, he told me, his flashbacks disappeared. "It was the weirdest thing," he said. "When I did it, it was done." The treatment, he told me, was "a bit of a miracle."

With an unorthodox approach and apparently dramatic results, RTM invites--and demands--scrutiny. Many researchers look at it suspiciously, if they've heard about it at all. Most I spoke with for this article hadn't. Michael Roy, a retired Army colonel who has spent decades researching PTSD, is the exception. In 2017, RTM proponents presented anecdotes of the treatment's purportedly miraculous effects at the Uniformed Services University of the Health Sciences in Bethesda, Maryland, where Roy is a professor of medicine. He listened dubiously. "At first, I was kind of skeptical of the whole thing," he told me. But after he conferred with a colleague, his doubt gave way to curiosity. RTM might be worth researching, he thought, if it could be studied in a rigorous way.



The treatment intrigued Roy because it attempts a softer, gentler way of confronting past trauma. If prolonged exposure plunges headfirst into a painful memory, RTM dips a toe in, testing the waters. Instead of talking openly about a difficult memory, RTM patients reimagine their trauma through a series of specific mental exercises meant to fade its emotional charge. Like other types of psychotherapy, RTM uses movies as a metaphor for replaying a traumatic memory. But where RTM differs is the extreme--even comical--regimentation it employs to achieve its desired effect.

Read: When PTSD is contagious

The therapy follows a manualized 89-step protocol. First, you're asked to imagine yourself seated in a movie theater that you associate with happy memories, taking in the sensory details: the scent of popcorn, the plush seats. Next, you detach from your body--floating up, then backward toward the projection booth. Suddenly, you become the projectionist and hit "Play." As a minute-long, black-and-white clip of your trauma rolls, you watch your seated self watching the screen.



Meanwhile, the therapist observes your reactions. The subtlest flicker--a shift in posture, a clenched jaw--prompts the therapist to bring you back to the present, redirecting your attention, say, by asking you to spell your name backwards. Once you've calmed down, you return to the theater. Only this time, you're told to tweak the film in any way that makes it easier to watch: You might change the camera angle, move the screen back 20 feet, or replace everyone with stick figures. You replay the clip in your mind. If it's still distressing, you adjust it again and again, until you can repeatedly "watch" it from start to finish without reacting. The point is to make the trauma mundane. Ideally, the experience leaves you bored.



When you can consistently watch the clip without reacting, the second phase of RTM begins. You return to the theater, but this time you walk up to the movie screen and step inside the film's final frame. Now the scene is in vivid color and detail. The therapist tells you to let the memory play out backwards, as if being rapidly rewound. The whole scene whizzes by in about two seconds. This, too, you must learn to withstand without reacting. Then the final phase, "rescripting," begins. The therapist asks you to invent an alternate version of the memory in which the trauma never happens, and to tell that story aloud. In this timeline, anything goes: A person who was sexually assaulted in their dorm might imagine that they left for a party instead, or that the window opened and a unicorn took them out of the room. Doing so should be easy, even fun, for patients, according to Roy. Sometimes, he told me, "they're smiling; they're laughing."



The approach is based on a theory of how memories can be reworked. Reconsolidation--the R in RTM--is a neurological process in which a long-term memory is retrieved, altered, then stored in its new form, like a digital document that is edited and saved. Reconsolidation is thought to alter the physical structure of a memory itself in a person's brain, though the exact mechanics of how this would happen remain hypothetical. RTM's bizarre sequence of steps is supposed to be a means to control the process: The idea is not to trick the person into thinking they never experienced trauma, but rather to soften the intense emotions attached to the memory.



Critics of RTM point out that reconsolidation isn't as well established as the paradigms that other PTSD treatments are based on. Extinction, the foundation of prolonged exposure, was famously demonstrated by the Russian scientist Ivan Pavlov nearly a century ago: He conditioned dogs to salivate at the sound of a metronome--and then gradually taught them to unlearn the response by no longer giving them food after each tick. But RTM's proponents argue: Why not try something new? The dearth of palatable treatment options means that many people are not addressing their trauma at all. Besides the relative ease for patients, they say, RTM offers other benefits over more common treatments: It's quick, usually lasting no more than four 90-minute sessions. And because it doesn't involve directly probing a person's worst memories, administering treatment is less excruciating for therapists, too.




RTM was created two decades ago by Frank Bourke, a clinical and research psychologist. Bourke positions himself as an academic underdog whose scientific contributions have been unjustly overlooked. After getting his Ph.D. in psychology, he lectured briefly at Cornell University before starting his own clinical practice, where he created the prototype for RTM. Its basis, he told me, is neurolinguistic programming, or NLP, a 1970s-era idea bridging cognition, language, and behavior that has widely been dismissed as pseudoscience. He developed an NLP-based treatment that he says helped 400 or so people who had experienced the horror of the September 11 attacks. This treatment evolved into RTM. In his own research on the therapy, he reports that a mind-boggling 90 percent of PTSD patients saw improvements in their condition. He currently leads the Research and Recognition Project, a nonprofit that promotes the use of RTM.



Last fall, I spoke with Bourke over a video call from his home in upstate New York. For someone in his 80s, he is unexpectedly forceful, like a cable-TV pastor. He fumed about the treatment not being more widely used. Given the staggering suicide rate among veterans, he said, "how the hell can I not get this thing into play?" Right now, RTM's most prominent supporters are not scientists. They include the cartoonist Garry Trudeau--who has praised RTM in his long-running comic strip Doonesbury, which often focuses on veterans issues--and Montel Williams, the talk-show host and retired naval officer.

Read: The self-help that no one needs right now

Researchers acquainted with RTM, meanwhile, are largely skeptical of it. Only one clinical trial on RTM has been published independently of Bourke's group, and its lead author, based in the United Kingdom, declined to speak with me for this story. Four small clinical trials by Bourke and his team, though published in peer-reviewed journals, weren't done particularly well. They compared RTM patients only with people who received no treatment at all--that any form of treatment would be better than nothing is unsurprising. In this context, even a 90 percent improvement doesn't mean much. Elizabeth Hembree, a prolonged-exposure expert at the University of Pennsylvania, told me that further research on RTM would be worthwhile, "but in trials that are actually, you know, good." The methodology raises suspicions about RTM in general. It seems like it's "going to work like magic, and that gets my hackles up," Andrew Cooper, a psychiatry professor at the University of Toronto at Scarborough, told me. Even Roy felt similarly when he first heard about it. "It sort of seemed too good to be true," he told me.



When I asked Bourke over email about the criticisms of his studies, he said they were done "in order to attract the interest, support and funding from prestigious university laboratories and researchers." Bourke maintains ties to Roy, who has sought to give RTM the more rigorous scientific shakeout it needs. In 2019, Roy began the first large-scale clinical trial of RTM, investigating its effectiveness compared with prolonged exposure. He completed it last year. His early data, which he has presented at conferences but aren't published yet, make a compelling case for RTM. In every metric measured, RTM modestly outperformed its competitor: 89 percent of patients completed RTM, compared with a 73 percent completion rate for prolonged exposure; after treatment, nearly 70 percent of RTM patients no longer met the criteria for a PTSD diagnosis, compared with 61 percent of prolonged-exposure patients. RTM treatment required an average of 8.2 sessions versus 8.9, and afterward patients scored lower than prolonged-exposure patients on the PCL-5, a standard measure of PTSD severity.



Roy's results aren't nearly as eye-popping as those from Bourke's studies. But they are still impressive. And they carry much more weight. His study comprises more than 100 active or former service members, and unlike the previous studies, it compares RTM head-to-head with an active competitor--"a good step," Hembree told me. Given Roy's affiliation with the Army and federal funding for his work, Roy's study, which he hopes to publish within a year, may be what it takes to propel RTM into academic relevance.

Last fall, I traveled to Boston to line up early outside a Marriott meeting room, hoping to snag a seat in what I assumed would be a packed house. Roy was presenting his completed findings on RTM at the annual International Society for Traumatic Stress Studies conference, the largest gathering of researchers in the field. In 2022, the last time he spoke about RTM to this crowd, the preliminary results from his then-ongoing study were so positive that they caused an uproar from skeptics. Now Roy was back, and I was sure that the crowd would return for more drama.



Only they didn't. A sparse crowd listened politely as Roy, who is in his early 60s, took the podium at the end of a fluorescently lit room. His graying curls were offset by his boyish demeanor. With a click, he pulled up his first slide. It featured a quote from the Argentine writer Jose Narosky: "In war, there are no unwounded soldiers." Another slide referenced the study showing that fewer than half of patients complete prolonged-exposure therapy. "That sucks," Roy said.



Taking on an intervention as unorthodox as RTM risks damaging Roy's academic reputation. But it could also crown his decades-long career in PTSD research. While he was an internal-medicine resident at Walter Reed in the early '90s, war broke out in the Middle East. "I saw hundreds and hundreds of Gulf War veterans, and it was fairly obvious that PTSD was a huge issue," Roy told me. The treatment programs he developed incorporated many types of therapy--psychiatric, physical, recreational, art--and are still used at Walter Reed today. But they're far too labor-intensive to scale. "If we could do that for everybody, that'd be great. But, obviously, that's not too realistic," Roy said. In his view, to treat the growing number of veterans with PTSD, the standard treatments must evolve.

Read: Healing a wounded sense of morality

In some ways, RTM is a radical departure from those treatments. Prolonged exposure is based on weakening the link between memories and emotions through the phenomenon of extinction, not actively changing them. Psychologists initially believed that a memory was like wet cement: malleable until it became permanently set, or "consolidated," David Riccio, a professor emeritus of psychology at Kent State University, told me. But in the late '60s, researchers showed in animals that old memories could be altered and then stored away in their updated form. Hence, reconsolidation.



Reactivating a difficult memory--loosening the cement, so to speak--requires just a fleeting recollection. Because RTM is supposed to work quickly, patients can address multiple traumas during treatment--an important factor for veterans, whose traumas tend to stack up. A therapist in Roy's study told me that RTM patients addressed up to four traumas in 10 sessions. If the data bear out RTM's effects, "it could end up surpassing those others that are first-line treatments now," Roy said.



That remains a big if. RTM is still novel enough that it could go nowhere. Promising trials are shelved all the time, sometimes for reasons beyond their results. And the Trump administration's massive funding cuts to a Department of Defense-led research-grants program will undoubtedly hamper PTSD research more broadly. Cost, logistics, and financial interests can doom research. So can ideological differences. The basic goal of RTM--remedying PTSD without the pain--conflicts with the prevailing paradigm of trauma treatment. When a person is afraid of elevators, they "understand implicitly that I need to get into an elevator at some point to get over this," Barbara Rothbaum, a psychiatry professor at Emory University who has researched prolonged exposure for decades, told me. In this view, RTM is ineffective at best, and, at worst, it's cheating, like merely peeking at the elevator from around a corner down the hall. Recalling a trauma, but backing off before becoming too emotional, could be seen by some exposure experts as avoidance, Hembree said--the very thing that keeps people with PTSD stuck in the past.



After a subdued question-and-answer period in the Marriott conference room, the symposium faded to an end. A few attendees milled around outside the room, looking bemused. Birgit Kleim, a scientist from the University of Zurich who studies reconsolidation, laughed when I asked her thoughts on RTM. The data are so good that I "don't believe it," she said. Later, she shared a sentiment that is so often meant to strengthen emerging science but can also thwart it: It's promising, but more research is needed.



Over sushi in Boston, Roy told me about his history of pursuing unconventional research. Not all of it worked out. A previous idea he studied--treating brain injury with music composed from patients' own brain waves--turned out to be "garbage," he said. Research is always a gamble. A fringe idea with real potential could turn out to be groundbreaking, but chances are, it'll be a dud. Roy shrugged: That's just how science goes.



The next morning, as I waited in a dark ballroom for one of the keynote addresses of the conference to begin, hundreds of researchers had turned out to hear a discussion on using psychedelics to treat PTSD, itself uncharted territory. Spotlights on an elevated stage illuminated six leaders of PTSD research, imposing against a royal-blue backdrop. Among them was Paula Schnurr, who is widely regarded as the most influential person in the field. Psychedelics were promising because research on new PTSD treatments has "hit a wall," Schnurr said. Yet even psychedelics are still combined with old therapies such as prolonged exposure, noted another panelist, Amy Lehrner. "Are we about developing and studying new options for veterans? Or are we about closing down inquiry and just sticking with what we already have?" Lehrner said.



Consider the "PTSD Clinical Practice Guideline," a document produced jointly by the Defense Department and the VA that profoundly shapes treatment and research. The most recent version, released in 2023, recommends just three therapies, down from seven in previous iterations. These three options are sometimes disparagingly referred to as "the trinity": In addition to prolonged exposure, they include cognitive processing therapy and eye-movement desensitization and processing, which are newer treatments. Over the past decade, a number of researchers have denounced the field's reliance on these approaches.



RTM's chances of finding a foothold in this landscape are slim. Prolonged exposure was one of the first therapy treatments for PTSD. As such, it is both well studied and widely used despite its drawbacks, Maria Steenkamp, an NYU psychiatry professor who has critiqued the dominance of prolonged exposure, told me. The narrative that it is the best treatment "took on a life of its own over time," Steenkamp said.



This story has dramatically influenced the field. Most funding for research on new treatments comes from the Department of Defense and the VA, which is currently bracing for the Trump administration to cut more than 80,000 jobs. Under normal circumstances, the VA awards funding on the basis of several factors, including plausibility, preliminary evidence, a sound investigation plan, and the researcher's track record. As a result, well-established treatments have continued to be studied and refined over time. "The folks who were best positioned to compete for funding were individuals who already had a track record of conducting clinical trials in PE and CBT," Charles Hoge, a senior scientist at the office of the Army Surgeon General who has criticized the recent "Clinical Practice Guideline," told me. As a result, "relatively small amounts of funding are going into novel treatment approaches." The field, it seems, is not so much stuck but looped into an ouroboros.



Everyone I spoke with told me that Schnurr was the person to ask about the future of new treatments. I was warned that she would be difficult to get an audience with. As the executive director of the National Center for PTSD, she oversees the Clinical Practice Guideline. She ran the study indicating prolonged exposure's 55.8 percent dropout rate that is so often cited by its critics--the finding that Roy said "sucks." After weeks of emailing with the VA's press officers, I finally got through to her. She defended prolonged exposure by explaining that even patients who drop out of treatment still reap some of its benefits, and that condensing sessions into a shorter time frame--weeks rather than months--significantly reduces the dropout rate. The VA is constantly seeking new treatments, but it only backs those with a solid evidence base, she said. That's why the list of recommended treatments has been pared down.



How might a little-studied but promising therapy such as RTM get the VA's attention? Schnurr's answer was as I expected: More research is needed, preferably not by the treatment developer. If you're a scientist pitching new research to the VA, you have to "make a good case as to why you think a particular treatment should work, and provide preliminary evidence if you have it," Miriam Smyth, a director in the VA's research office, told me. Other than Bourke, the only scientists who have studied RTM are Roy and the British group that declined to speak with me; most haven't looked into it. "My guess would be that they find that other treatments look more promising," Schnurr said.



RTM's fiercest advocates argue that no one with PTSD has time to wait around. Whether or not RTM truly is the treatment they've dreamed of, they're correct about the urgency. After Turner, the Iraq veteran, tried RTM, his flashbacks vanished, but the anger that has coursed through him for two decades has never abated, he told me. Near the end of our interview, his brusque exterior cracked. Through sobs, he said that nobody but a veteran could understand how it feels. He has largely been able to move on from his past, but the damage it caused is always present, walling him off from the rest of the world. "I just don't think or feel the same," Turner said. "And I feel that everywhere."
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Five Movies Worth a Repeat Watch

Our writers and editors share which films they can enjoy over and over again.

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.

Not all movies are meant to be watched twice. Some leave a glancing effect; others emanate so much intensity that the idea of sitting through them again feels unbearable. But then there are those films that draw you back in, even after you've seen it all before. So we asked The Atlantic's writers and editors: What's a movie you can watch over and over again?





Raising Arizona (available to rent on Prime Video)

I've probably seen Raising Arizona, the Coen brothers' 1987 classic with Holly Hunter and a 22-year-old Nicolas Cage, a half dozen times over the years. But I've watched the opening sequence many, many more times than that. It's a whole movie-within-the-movie, building up to the title shot with Cage's deadpan narration, rapid-cut scenes, and a jaunty musical bed that goes from whistling and humming to weird ululating. The screenwriting has some all-time-great lines ("I tried to stand up and fly straight, but it wasn't easy with that sumbitch Reagan in the White House," says Cage, with wild hair, aviators, and a 12-gauge shotgun, preparing to stick up a convenience store).

The other day, I made my 12-year-old watch it for the first time. When Cage says to his chatty prison bunkmate, incredulously, "You ate sand?!" my son nearly fell on the floor. A true marker of timelessness.

-- Nick Miroff, staff writer

***

White Christmas (streaming on Prime Video)

It makes me miserable to contemplate how many people have never once seen the 1954 film White Christmas, let alone given it 10 to 20 percent of their attention while focusing on other activities, which is the ideal way to view it. Then again, the film's surprising obscurity is its hidden ace: From the moment you press "Play" on White Christmas, no one who glances at the screen will be able to predict or even comprehend any aspect of the Technicolor encephalitic fever dream exploding before them unless they have previously seen White Christmas. In any given frame, a viewer might be confronted with a horde of people cavorting inside a giant purple void, waggling tambourines adorned with women's faces; the bombed-out smoldering remains of 1944 Europe; or the virtuoso dancer Vera-Ellen, in head-to-heel chartreuse, executing pirouettes at faster-than-heartbeat speeds (for no defined reason). Muted, it makes for terrific social lubricant at a party--there's something dazzling to remark upon nearly every second if conversation lags. Don't concern yourself with the plot; the film's writers did not.

-- Caity Weaver, staff writer

***

The Lord of the Rings franchise (streaming on Max)

I suppose my answer is less of a love letter to a movie than it is one to my family. My husband is the movie buff in our family--I'll rarely be caught rewatching movies. But his undying loyalty to the Lord of the Rings franchise means we've watched the trilogy together multiple times, more than once in an 11-plus-hour binge. (Yeah ... it's the extended editions, every time.) The movies are a genuinely gorgeous feat of storytelling, bested only by the books; fantasy and action sequences aside, they spotlight friendship, loyalty, and the dueling motivations of pride, duty, and greed. And for our family, at least, they'll be a regular feature--I'm pretty sure it was implicit in our wedding vows that we'd indoctrinate our kids into the LOTR lore--which means that the films are about carving out time for one another as well.

-- Katherine J. Wu, staff writer

***

All Your Faces (available to rent on Google Play and Apple TV)

I've watched the French film All Your Faces three times in the past eight months. The movie isn't a documentary, but it's based on real restorative-justice programs in France that were introduced about a decade ago.

Why did I repeatedly return to a film about an idiosyncratic feature of a foreign country's criminal-justice system? There's something about the encounter between victim and perpetrator, and the instability and unpredictability of these interactions, that surprised me each time I watched it. Equally intense was the tenderness between the instructors and the programs' participants, most evident between the characters played by Adele Exarchopoulos and Elodie Bouchez. But it's Miou-Miou, playing an elderly victim of petty street crime, who delivers the most haunting line in the movie: "I don't understand the violence." A mantra for our time.

-- Isaac Stanley-Becker, staff writer

***

Little Women (streaming on Hulu)

Little Women first came to me as a comfort movie. Based on Louisa May Alcott's 1868 novel, Greta Gerwig's 2019 film adaptation features not so much plot as simply vibes: a familiar tale of four sisters and their childhood friend, scenes of a snowy Christmas morning perfect for the holidays.

But with each subsequent encounter during my lonely postgraduate months in a new city, I began to appreciate the little rebellions that make Gerwig's Little Women so special. The story is full of moments of seeing: Professor Bhaer turns around to watch Jo watching a play, Laurie gazes into the Marches' windows, and we, as viewers, feel seen by Jo's boyish brashness. But Gerwig also chooses to focus on Jo's many anxieties. Early in the film, Jo uncharacteristically dismisses her own writing ("Those are just stories," she says. Just!); later, her monologue reveals a vulnerable desire for companionship (But I'm so lonely!). Gerwig honors the story's essence, but her version is not a granular retelling; rather, it serves as an homage to the art of writing itself--and women's mundane, humble stories, which Jo and Alcott are desperate to tell.

-- Yvonne Kim, associate editor





Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The perilous spread of the wellness craze
 	Bring back communal kid discipline.
 	The conversations Trump's doctors should be having with him




The Week Ahead

	Ballerina, an action movie in the John Wick franchise starring Ana de Armas as an assassin bent on avenging her father's death (in theaters Friday)
 	Season 3 of Ginny & Georgia, a comedy-drama series about a single mom and two kids trying to settle down in a new town (premieres Thursday on Netflix)
 	The Haves and the Have-Yachts, a book by the journalist Evan Osnos featuring dispatches on the ultrarich (out Tuesday)




Essay
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Diddy's Defenders

By Xochitl Gonzalez

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.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	What the show of the summer knows about intimacy
 	Five books that will redirect your attention
 	Unraveling the secrets of the Inca empire
 	How a recession might tank American romance
 	A film that captures a "friend breakup"






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	David Frum: The Trump presidency's world-historical heist
 	Adam Serwer: The new Dark Age
 	The coming Democratic civil war




Photo Album


The Inuit professional bear hunter Martin Madsen, 28, closes his eyes as he rides his dog sled over soft snow in the village of Ittoqqortoormiit in Greenland. (Olivier Morin / AFP / Getty)



Take a look at the beauty of the North. These photographs are by Olivier Morin, who captures remarkable images of the natural world, largely focusing on northern climates.



Play our daily crossword.

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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Archivists Aren't Ready for the 'Very Online' Era

The challenge: how to catalog and derive meaning from so much digital clutter

by Michael Waters




In February 1987, members of a queer-student group at Queens College, in New York, started jotting down their private thoughts in a communal composition book. As in a diary, each entry was signed and dated. Members wrote about parties they'd attended, speakers they wanted to invite to campus, questions they had about their sexuality. The book, now housed in an archive at the college, was also a place to vent and snipe. In November 1991, a student wrote in all caps, "I HATE QUEENS COLLEGE. I HATE HATRED. I HATE MY HAIR." Below that, a member responded, "I hate your hair too."

It's hard to imagine a future historian getting such an up-close glimpse into the thoughts and anxieties of the club's contemporary members. Around 2019, the group abandoned the composition books and migrated to the messaging app Discord. For students, the switch was likely a natural way to update the tradition of shared journaling. But for archivists interested in preserving the college's queer history, it caused a small panic. How would they ever sort through the sprawling chat? Whereas the journal entries required concision because page space was limited, people might be "typing a mile a minute" on Discord, Caitlin Colban-Waldron, a Queens College archivist, told me. "We were like, 'How do we take screenshots? Is there a way to export all of their conversations in a text file?'"

Archivists across the country are confronting similar challenges. It was long the case that archives were full of physical ephemera. Think of Oscar Wilde's love letters to Lord Alfred Douglas; James Joyce's incessant lust for his future wife, Nora Barnacle (his "little fuckbird"); Sylvia Plath's shopping list; Malcolm X's lost poem; and other scraps of paper buried in boxes. Today, text messages and disappearing voice notes have replaced letters between close friends, Instagram Stories vanish by default, and encrypted platforms such as Signal, where social movements flourish, let users automatically erase messages. Many people write to-do lists in notes apps and then delete them, line by line, when each task is complete.

The problem for historians is twofold: On the one hand, celebrities, artists, executives, and social-movement leaders are generating more personal records than ever, meaning a lucky researcher might have access to a public figure's entire hard drive but struggle to interpret its contents. On the other hand, historians might lose access to the kind of intimate material that reveals the most--a possibility that has led some prognosticators to predict a coming "digital dark age."

In some ways, archival research has always demanded sorting through verbal and visual detritus and working around unexpected gaps in records. But in the internet era, this laborious process threatens to become untenable. Our online lives will reshape not only the practice of studying history but also how future generations will tell the story of the past.



The work of history starts with a negotiation. A public figure or their descendant--or, say, an activist group or a college club--works with an institution, such as a university library, to decide which of the figure's papers, correspondence, photos, and other materials to donate. Archivists then organize these records for researchers, who, over subsequent years, physically flip through them. These tidbits are deeply valuable. They reveal crucial details about our most famous figures and important historical events. They're the gas feeding the engine of our history books.

Over the past two decades, the volume of these donations has increased dramatically. When Donald Mennerich, a digital archivist at NYU, first started working in the field, 15 years ago, writers or activists or public figures would hand over boxes of letters, notes, photos, meeting minutes, and maybe a floppy disk or a "small computer that had a gigabyte hard drive," he told me. Now, Mennerich said, "everyone has a terabyte of data on their laptop and a 4-terabyte hard drive"--about 4,000 times as much content--plus an email inbox with 10,000 messages or more.

Read: The way we write history has changed

Processing this digital bulk is a headache. At the British Library, when a laptop arrives, Callum McKean, the library's lead digital curator, makes a master copy of the hard drive. Then archivists create a curated version that filters out sensitive information, just as they do for paper records. Various software promises to ease the work, for example by scanning an email inbox for potentially sensitive messages--bank-account details, doctor's notes, unintended sexual disclosures--but the technology isn't foolproof. Once, Mennerich was surprised to find that the tool had not redacted the phone number of a celebrity. So archivists must still review files by hand, which has "created a huge bottleneck," McKean told me.

Now many libraries possess emails that they don't have the bandwidth to make accessible to researchers. The writer Ian McEwan's emails, although technically part of his collection at the Harry Ransom Center, in Texas, have not been processed, because of "challenges in capacity," a spokesperson told me. The archive of the poet Wendy Cope reportedly contains a trove of emails, but they are also not yet ready for the public and still need to undergo sensitivity review, McKean said. Recently, I visited NYU to examine the activist, artist, and onetime Andy Warhol acolyte Jeremy Ayers's files, which include a collection of his emails and an archive of his Facebook account. The public description of the Ayers collection hinted at a labyrinth of insights into the late stage of his career, when he photographed scenes from Occupy Wall Street--the kind of deep look into an artist's process and social calendar that would have been unthinkable a few decades ago. But my requests to view both his emails and his Facebook account were denied; an archivist had not yet reviewed the records for sensitivity. For now, until Ayers's digital files are fully processed, which could take a while, the archive promises more access than it can deliver.

Even when an email archive is made public, as Salman Rushdie's is at Emory University and Chris Kraus's is at NYU, it's easy to get lost in the chaos. Jacquelyn Ardam, a writer and a literary scholar, was one of the first people to visit Susan Sontag's archive, which she told me was filled with digital clutter: Sephora marketing emails, files with unlabeled collections of words (rubbery, ineluctable), and lots and lots of lists--of movies she'd liked, drinks she'd enjoyed. "There was so much material," Ardam told me, "that it was hard to make sense out of, okay, which one of these lists matters?"

Among that mess of information, however, Ardam found emails confirming Sontag's relationship with the photographer Annie Leibovitz, which Sontag had denied. All Ardam had to do to locate them was "search her computer for the word Annie," she said. She didn't publish all of her findings about Sontag's romantic life, in part because they were so intimate.

Ardam was confronting a different, somewhat sensitive question about navigating a person's digital history. When Sontag donated her laptop to the archive, did she realize how much she was giving away? In the past, even a writer of Sontag's stature would typically have a small-enough correspondence collection that they could plausibly review the letters they were planning to donate to an archive--and perhaps wouldn't have included missives from a secret lover. But the scope of our digital lives can make it much harder to account for everything (imagine giving up your whole social-media history to a researcher) and much easier for a historian to locate the tantalizing parts with a single search.

Read: Gen Z never learned to read cursive

Of course, that's if historians are lucky enough to access records at all. Many people delete their old texts to save storage space; with each swipe, years of correspondence might disappear. And even if they are saved, digital records are sometimes impossible to retrieve. Colban-Waldron, the Queens College archivist, told me about a visual artist who'd donated a word processor that simply doesn't turn on. Mennerich said he's been locked out of the email accounts of several deceased public figures because they never shared their passwords.

Problems multiply when you run into information stored on third-party platforms. If you don't pay for Slack, for example, your messages will automatically delete after 90 days. Google Docs don't self-delete, but you can view version histories and resolved comments only on the platform itself, which poses a risk if Google Docs ever shuts down or stops supporting older documents. Whereas Toni Morrison's extensive notes on Angela Davis's autobiography have been preserved on paper for years, newer back-and-forths between editors and writers might disappear into the digital void.

Archivists might be able to sidestep some of these problems by rethinking how they present collections of digital records. Today, after archivists do their initial review of a collection, visitors can typically get a complete box of someone's letters with no questions asked. With emails, conducting that whole initial review up front would be so much more time intensive that blanket access might no longer be realistic. McKean suggested that someone's complete email archive could be reduced down to metadata specifying whom they wrote to and when, and uploaded online. Researchers could then request specific conversations, and the archive could conduct a sensitivity review of those specific emails before releasing them, rather than tackling whole computers at once. Such a system might strip the archive of its potential for serendipitous findings. And it might disperse the complex ethical task of deciding what should (and should not) be released to multiple different archivists, who might have their own biases. But compromises like these might be unavoidable in an era of such inscrutable excess.

A laptop donation might actually be the easy scenario. The archivists I spoke with told me they're all bracing themselves for the moment when, inevitably, a public figure donates their smartphone. It is in some ways the most personal kind of donation someone can make, offering access to text and WhatsApp histories, photos, Tinder messages, saved recipes, TikTok likes. Such a donation seems both likely to reveal more than a person's emails ever could and even harder to sort through and interpret. Archivists might want to stock up on the Excedrin now. As for historians, they might be in for more revealing discoveries--if only they can separate the signal from the noise.



*Illustration sources: Flavio Coelho / Getty; gremlin / Getty.
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A Ukrainian Crime Caper That Undermines Expectations

Andrey Kurkov's crime thrillers provide timely lessons for anyone living under an oppressive regime.

by Uilleam Blacker




A relatively young Ukrainian state, having freed itself from Moscow's grasp, is trying to find its place as an independent nation in a changing world order. Moscow, however, decides to reclaim what it lost and sends an army to take Kyiv. An outnumbered Ukrainian force intercepts the Russian soldiers just north of the city. Ukraine's fate hangs in the balance.

This is a description not of February 2022 but of January 1918, when the Bolsheviks advanced on Kyiv to crush the Ukrainian People's Republic. The country was only months old, and fell quickly. In the ensuing two years, Kyiv changed hands multiple times among competing Tsarist, Ukrainian, Bolshevik, and German armies, but in the end, Moscow prevailed.

It is during these turbulent years that the Ukrainian author Andrey Kurkov has set his Kyiv mysteries, an ongoing series of crime novels that follows the policeman Samson Kolechko as he negotiates bandits, speculators, and roaming soldiers of various stripes in his quest to keep order amid the chaos caused by war. Kurkov's mysteries contain enough of the typical tropes of crime fiction to keep fans of the genre satisfied. There is the melancholic police officer with a traumatic origin story (Samson's father was murdered by Cossacks during the revolution); there is the long-suffering love interest (level-headed Nadezhda is the perfect foil to anxious Samson); there are eccentric villains (an ailing Belgian thief steals silver in order to make himself a new skeleton); there are chases, shootouts, and puzzles aplenty.

Kurkov's crime capers are deceptive, however. They lure you into seemingly safe generic territory only to subtly undermine your expectations. In the first novel, The Silver Bone, Samson doesn't even join the police force until about a third of the way in, leaving the reader suspended in the tense atmosphere of occupied Kyiv waiting for the story to begin. In the series' second book, The Stolen Heart, which has recently been published in Boris Dralyuk's English translation, the central crime--the illegal sale of pig meat--seems trivial, except that the Bolshevik secret police, or cheka, consider such "sabotage" punishable by death. These novels are more than detective thrillers: They are studies in the surprising ambivalence that people living under occupation may feel, even when those in power go to extraordinary lengths to cement their rule through violence, manipulation, and terror. And they are important today not just for their insight into the past but also as a guide for surviving the present.

Read: Zombie history stalks Ukraine

Samson despises the lawlessness that accompanies the breakdown of states, and he yearns for the restoration of order; less important to him is the ideology of the party in power. In a job interview with his soon-to-be commanding officer, he is asked whom he supports: the Tsarists, the Ukrainian nationalists, the German-backed government, or the "workers' regime"? He answers, "I sympathize with you." He knows this vague answer can be interpreted as ideologically acceptable.

But the inhabitants of a police state can drift in ambivalence for only so long before they are compelled to make a moral choice. Samson realizes that arresting speculators and burglars on behalf of the Bolsheviks will not bring back the stability of his middle-class, prerevolutionary youth. Indeed, he isn't immune to the police's aggression simply because he works for them: His furniture, including his late father's beautiful writing desk, is confiscated, and two Red Army soldiers are billeted in his apartment.

There are echoes here of Kurkov's Kyivan literary predecessor, Mikhail Bulgakov, who died in 1940. Bulgakov's novel The White Guard, published in 1925 and set at the same time, is an elegy for Tsarist Kyiv that detests both Ukrainian national aspirations and Bolshevik rule. (Curiously, its theatrical adaptation was a favorite of Stalin's, a fact that kept its author employed through the terror of the 1930s.) The White Guard hinges on the contrast between the cozy bourgeois home of the Turbin family, based on Bulgakov's family home on Kyiv's most picturesque street, and the barbarism unfolding outside. In The Stolen Heart, Samson sees Red Army soldiers violently dispossessing a middle-class family on that same street. At moments like this, Samson begins to doubt his decision to serve the occupation regime: Yes, order is being established, but at what cost? And is order based on legalized violence and theft really order?

Bulgakov would have had little time for a Bolshevik lackey like Samson. His protagonists are uncompromisingly loyal to class and empire, and, in this sense, less interesting than Kurkov's more hesitant characters. As a writer born in Russia who built his career in Ukraine, Kurkov understands what it means to be caught between fiercely competing political and cultural projects (as, indeed, do several million Ukrainians living in areas now occupied by Russia). Many of Kurkov's other books examine how the instinct not to take sides often conflicts with the moral imperative to do so. The protagonist of his 1996 breakthrough novel, Death and the Penguin, for instance, naively thinks he can work for the Mafia while remaining an innocent civilian. The more recent Grey Bees, which is set in the aftermath of Russia's original assault on eastern Ukraine in 2014, revolves around the inhabitants of the no-man's-land between the Ukrainian and Russian armies and their attempts to remain neutral. In the end, keeping your head down is usually unsustainable, and Kurkov's protagonists tend, eventually, to locate their moral backbones.

In this regard, another early-20th-century influence besides Bulgakov lurks in The Stolen Heart: Mykola Khvylovy. The Ukrainian modernist died by suicide in 1933 in protest of Stalin's arrests of Ukrainian writers. His books were banned for decades, and, unlike Bulgakov's, they rarely reached the outside world in translation. His most famous story, "I (a Romance)," is about a cheka officer who discovers his mother among a group of counterrevolutionaries and is forced by his superiors to execute her. Khvylovy never did such a thing, but he did fight for the Bolsheviks during the Ukrainian wars of independence that followed the 1917 revolution, and in the end he despaired at what the Russians did to his country and his culture. The story ends with the bewildered officer trudging across the war-torn steppe into the uncertain future, haunted by the moral vacuum within.

Near the end of The Stolen Heart, Samson is ordered by a cheka officer to sign an execution warrant for the pork speculator, whom he has finally apprehended. When he refuses to do so, the officer takes Samson's hand, dips his thumb in red ink, and guides it toward the order, leaving a fingerprint in place of a signature: "The firm red thumbprint looked strange in this rectangle, like that of a criminal," Samson reflects. That night, he awakens, weeping, from a dream in which he sits beside the coffin of a man with a seeping bullet wound. Looking at his hands, he notices that "his fingers were smeared with red ink, as if with blood. He knew it wasn't blood. The ink had a chemical scent. The red lines of the verdict issued earlier that day kept rising up in his memory, and a whisper from the darkness kept on repeating, repeating, 'Samson, repent.'" The price of being part of the occupation bureaucracy has become clear.

Read: What Ukrainian literature has always understood about Russia

In his translator's note for The Silver Bone, Dralyuk (who handles Kurkov's wry tone and the novels' historical fabric with characteristic dexterity) writes of contemporary Ukrainians that "the Samsons of today have a far clearer sense of who they are and where they stand." This is perhaps why Kyiv did not fall in 2022 as it did in 1918: Ukrainians understood that the "order" imposed by an occupation would come at the price of their freedom. They chose freedom, even if it brought instability, even at the cost of their safety and, for some, their life. That lesson is relevant far beyond Ukraine, wherever ordinary people face the threat of becoming cogs in the machinery of malevolent administrations.
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The Media Is Splitting in Two

Those who fear Trump and those who do not &nbsp;

by David Frum




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

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with a warning about how Donald Trump's second term has brought a more systematic and punishing assault on American media, through regulatory pressure, retaliatory lawsuits, and corporate intimidation.

Then David is joined by the legendary newspaper editor Marty Baron to discuss how today's media institutions are struggling to stand up to power. Baron reflects on his tenure at The Washington Post, the new pressures facing owners such as Jeff Bezos, and how Trump has turned retribution into official policy. They also examine how internal newsroom culture, social media, and a loss of connection to working-class America have weakened public trust in journalism.

David closes the episode by reflecting on the recent media overhyping of President Joe Biden's age issues.

The following is a transcript of the episode:


David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 9 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. Today, I'll be joined by Marty Baron, formerly executive editor of The Washington Post during the first Trump term and during the transition of ownership at The Washington Post from the Graham family that had led it through so many years to new ownership under Jeff Bezos.

Marty Baron is one of the most important media leaders of our time and has spoken forcefully, both in person and in his memoir, Collision of Power, about the threats to free press and the responsibilities of that press. I'll finish the episode with some thoughts about the way the media have covered the old age and infirmity of former President Joe Biden. But let me begin by addressing this larger topic of press freedom and press responsibility in the second Trump term.

President Trump began his campaign and has spent much of his first term attacking the media, coining phrases, calling the free media enemies of the people, enemies of the state, and huffing and puffing and complaining, and generally persecuting and often inciting dangerous threats against individual members of the press.

If you covered the Trump presidency in that first term, especially if you were a woman, you suddenly found yourself being attacked, both digitally and often in person, in ways unlike anything ever seen before: death threats, harassment, abuse, anti-Semitic and misogynistic, racist--the worst kind of garbage. I even got a little splash of myself. I had an FBI man come to the house to warn my wife that there had been some threats against me. The Atlantic is kind of high-toned, and I think a lot of the people who make the worst threats don't read The Atlantic, and so we get spared to some degree, but it was nasty. But it was also mostly ineffective.

The press worked during the first Trump term. Institutions like The Atlantic, like The New York Times, like The Washington Post, like CNN kept bringing to light important stories about what the Trump presidency was doing, about corruption, about ties to Russia, about many things that people needed to know. And while their lives were much more difficult than they had been in the past, and while the pressures on them were real, it did not, in the end, detract from getting the job done, for the most part, in the first Trump term.

In the second Trump term, things have been different. President Trump has been much more systematic, much more deliberate, much more sustained, and much more effective in putting pressure on America's free media. He does it by squeezing the corporate parents of media institutions, making it clear that mergers of the upstream parent will not be allowed or will be harassed or even illegally prevented in some way, unless those institutions change the way that their reporting arms behave themselves.

And we have seen media people end up paying what look very much like inducements, material inducements, to Trump. Amazon, which is owned by Jeff Bezos, who also owns The Washington Post, paid millions of dollars for the rights to make a Melania documentary, money it has to know it will never see back for a documentary that will probably never be produced. ABC paid millions of dollars directly to President Trump's so-called library, but really to himself, because of pressure put upon the Disney Corporation, ABC's corporate parent. CBS offered a settlement to Trump for an even more vexatious and absurd lawsuit: Trump complained that he didn't like the way they edited an interview with Kamala Harris--which, So what? You don't like our editing? You have no claim on that. That gives you no right of due action. I mean, send us a letter if you don't like the editing. And other people don't like the editing of the interview we did with you; that's not lawsuit material.

The Atlantic, too, after our Signal story, a that reported that our editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, had been added to what should have been a more sensitive discussion of a military operation in Yemen: In addition to the usual concerns for accuracy that, of course, we had, we knew that there was a chance that the federal government under President Trump would pursue some sort of baseless, legal retaliatory action against us, and we had to fear that in a way that probably in another time we would not have had to fear.

So there are real things to worry about, and they're not just specific to Trump. We've seen other people in American politics do the same. When Ron DeSantis was governor of Florida--or he is the governor of Florida. When he was running for president, he made one of his signature issues threatening the Disney Corporation for exercising its free-speech rights to comment on some of his social legislation by stripping them of various business privileges that they had long had and punishing the corporate parent for exercises of corporate free speech, because Disney was unhappy that the DeSantis administration was penalizing what they saw as the free-expression rights of gay and lesbian people in the state of Florida. So DeSantis took the Trump path. In the end, it didn't do him any good, but Disney still took the blow.

We have seen this kind of acceleration of new kinds of threats, and they're working because media institutions of the traditional kind are more vulnerable than they ever used to be before. Look--the companies that were powerful in 1972 are a lot less powerful in 2025, but they remain the main sources of dispassionate, fact-checked, accurate information about the events of the day. New media does not see that as its mission, but the old media do. But because they've been losing audience share, because they're less wealthy than they used to be, they're subject to various kinds of pressure, and those pressures are being imposed on them with real-world consequences for all of us.

Meanwhile, the whole mental landscape is being altered by the rise of different kinds of media institutions. TikTok has to be regarded as the most important media company in America today, alongside Facebook and other social-media platforms. These are shaping the minds and mentalities of Americans, especially Americans under 40, especially those Americans who are not closely involved with the political process, and so whose votes are maybe more up for grabs and are therefore some of the most valuable voters to politicians. We have a new kind of landscape, and it's one that we all have to navigate with great care and one in which our responsibilities as citizens are as much at stake as our rights as citizens.

The information landscape is being reshaped, and Trump is abusing the powers of state in this new landscape to hasten the reshaping in ways favorable to him. Congress passed a law putting TikTok out of business. The Supreme Court approved that law. Trump has postponed enforcing the law long past all the deadlines that were supposed to be there, because he likes the way TikTok covers him. Remember, one of the rules of authoritarianism is: The protection for the culpable is as much a resource for the authoritarian as harassment of the innocent.

The goal and end state of all of these evolutions, of these pressures, of these changes in the media landscape is to create a world--or create an America--in which nobody will know anything that can be relied upon and shared with neighbors. Instead of knowledge informing our politics, our politics will inform our knowledge.

Now, there's no ready answer to this, but each of us as an individual has a power to do something about it, to be a better consumer of news, to be a wiser user, to read more carefully, to question more of what we see, to fortify our immunities against the coming wage of AI-fed distortion that is surely on its way.

It's going to be a different kind of country, different kind of way of processing information. But the task of democracy and the challenge of democracy remains eternal, even as the challenges and threats change. And we're all going to have to step up and be the best kind of citizens, the best-informed citizens that we know how to be, even as it becomes more difficult in the face of authoritarian pressure and new technology.

And now my dialogue with Marty Baron, formerly editor of The Washington Post. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: Marty Baron is a newspaper editor whose real-life story inspired an Academy Award-winning movie. After reporting for the Los Angeles Times and The New York Times, he was appointed executive editor of the Miami Herald. From Miami, he moved to Boston, where he led the Boston Globe's coverage of sex-abuse cover-ups in the Catholic Church. That coverage won a Pulitzer Prize in 2003 and inspired the 2015 movie Spotlight.

In 2013, Marty Baron moved to The Washington Post. He led the paper through its purchase by Jeff Bezos and through the first Trump term, winning more accolades and prizes for himself and his reporters along the way.

He retired in 2021 and published his memoir, Collision of Power, in 2023. Marty, thank you so much for joining the program today.

Martin Baron: Thanks for inviting me, David.

Frum: All right, so we've got some things to cover, and we've talked about what those might be, but let me start off with a straightforward question: If you were editing The Washington Post today, do you think you'd keep your job?

Baron: (Laughs.) I think I would, actually, because I think I did a good job while I was there, and I think that was appreciated and I was supported by the owner and the publisher at the time. Obviously, some things have changed. But I think it would be very risky for them to fire me.

And the news department continues to maintain its independence from the owner. The owner has not interfered in the news coverage, as far as I know. And I think all of us would know, because there would be an explosive reaction within the newsroom if he had interfered. So yes, I think I would keep my job.

Frum: It's a major theme of your memoir, Collision of Power, that first-term Trump tried to pressure The Washington Post's new owner, Jeff Bezos, into submission, and that Bezos consistently and courageously resisted. Bezos paid a price for this. Amazon lost a $10 billion contract with the federal government because of Trump's unhappiness with The Washington Post coverage.

Amazon and the Post don't have a relationship, but Bezos is the owner of both. They're the largest shareholder in Amazon and [he's] the sole owner of the Post. Second-term Trump seems much more deliberate, methodical, purposeful, and effective in his pressures on the Post and other media institutions. And this time, he also seems more successful, and not just with the Post but with many others. I described in my opening monologue some of the other cases--CBS, ABC. What are media owners so afraid of?

Baron: Well, I think what they're afraid of is they're afraid of being made a target by Trump, that he's going to do severe damage to their other commercial interests. I think in the case of Bezos, he's afraid of the impact that Trump can have on Amazon, which has enormous contracts--particularly in the area of cloud-computing services--with the federal government.

And he has a private, commercial space venture called Blue Origin, which had fallen well behind SpaceX, the Elon Musk company, but was at the point of launching a rocket into orbit and then being able to start to compete, really, with SpaceX. It has now launched that rocket successfully into orbit. But it's highly dependent on contracts with the federal government, and I think that's true of the other companies as well, the parent companies of CBS and ABC. So in the case of ABC, Disney depends on the federal government for approval of mergers and things like that, and does not want to be in conflict with the president of the United States. And of course, Paramount, which owns CBS, wants to execute a merger with Skydance, and that requires approval by the FCC.

Frum: You know, you've had a long and storied career through many, many different institutions, and I'm sure along the way, you have observed close-up and directly how angry mayors, governors, and presidents and members of Congress can get at media coverage. And there's always a lot of huffing and puffing and bluster and anger. What is happening since the election in 2024 seems qualitatively different from anything that I've observed. Is that your observation?

Baron: Well, absolutely. Look--I mean, Trump, during his campaign, promised to seek retribution on his perceived political enemies. That's what he's doing right now. You can see that, of course, in his attacks on law firms that have represented individuals and institutions that were opposed to him, seeking to bar them from access to federal-government buildings, seeking to deny them any contracts with the federal government--basically, punish them in every conceivable way--and really, he's seeking to destroy those law firms. The same applies to universities, first with Columbia University and then now with Harvard, of course. You can see that he's applying all of the not just threats, but actually, use of force and denying billions of dollars in grants to Harvard in an effort to force them to submit to his wishes.

So that's what's happening. It's qualitatively different from what we've seen before. And of course, the federal government has enormous power. And Trump is exercising that power--actually, not just exercising it; he's abusing it.

Frum: Why is it so much more effective now? One of the semi-remembered details of the Watergate scandal was that President Richard Nixon tried to put pressure on The Washington Post at that time because the Post was then seeking permission, or the Graham family was seeking permission, to acquire some radio stations, which required FCC approval. And there's a famous crude quote about it, We're going to put Katie Graham's tits through the wringer. And what that was referring to was that her family wanted to buy these radio stations--or maybe sell them; I can't remember which. But either way, they needed an FCC permission, and Nixon said, Aha! I have the brain wave. We'll use that as a pressure on the Post. And it spectacularly backfired. It didn't work for Nixon at all.

Now, a half century later, similar kinds of threats do seem to be working, at least for now. What's the difference? Why was the press so much more robust in the 1970s than the prestige press seems to be in the 2020s?

Baron: Well, I don't know if it was more robust. Certainly, in the case of The Washington Post, they resisted. And I wish that Jeff Bezos would do the same. As I said, I think the news department continues to operate independently, and it's doing a great job, an admirable job of investigating what's happening in this administration. And yet he has sought to repair his relationship with Trump by doing all sorts of things, the first one being killing an endorsement of Kamala Harris and then, of course, donating to the inauguration, appearing at the inauguration, Amazon agreeing to a contract to buy the rights to a Melania Trump documentary about her own life for an extraordinary sum of money, and then Amazon agreeing to buy the rights to The Apprentice.

I think what's different now is, well, you don't have a Congress that's doing its job. I mean, at the time of Watergate, you actually had some confidence that the other pillars of government would stand up, would hold up. And in the case of Watergate, you had a Congress that conducted an investigation that obtained internal tapes, and that made all the difference in the world. And now you have a president who has control of both houses of Congress, and you have a Congress, a Republican Party, that is a completely servile.

Frum: Mm-hmm. Is there something different about the media institutions themselves? Have they changed in some way, as compared to what they were half a century ago?

Baron: Good question. Look--in the past, I think sometimes we romanticized what the media was like. Keep in mind: We used to have incredibly wealthy owners of media, people like Hearst, who often collaborated with government and abused their power.

I mean, the Chandler family, you know, remade Los Angeles, brought water from the Owens Valley in the north down to L.A. to essentially enrich themselves. So I think we romanticize what media ownership was in the past. I think that now, you know, a lot of media--big, institutional media--is owned by, first of all, very wealthy people who have other very substantial commercial interests.

And you have, also, these parent companies, which have other substantial commercial interests. And they're highly dependent on the federal government, and the federal government has probably more power today than it had back in the previous years, previous decades.

Frum: One reason it seems to me that media institutions are weaker in the 2020s was because they went through a self-imposed spasm of self-cannibalization in the late 2010s, culminating in the events of 2020. The most famous example of this is the forced resignation of James Bennett from The New York Times op-ed page for the sin of running an op-ed that some of the staffers thought was too interesting. They claimed that the op-ed would lead to violence, which was, on its face and certainly by the result, a false claim.

But Bennett was forced out, and other institutions saw these kind of little staff mutinies. You experienced many at The Washington Post, and the hypothesis is: Was there some kind of weakening of the sinew, some kind of weakening of the courage, some kind of weakening of the solidarity between staff and leadership at the institution that happened between 2015, culminating in 2020? And is that in any way responsible for the weakness of institutions today?

Baron: Well, I don't disagree with you that there has been a certain ideological rigidity within newsrooms and unwillingness to recognize nuance, a tendency on the part of, particularly, the younger generation, I think, to divide the world into victims and victimizers, oppressors and the oppressed, and basically see the world without a nuance, see it through sort of a binary separation. I think that what that has done--I don't know that it has weakened. Certainly, there have been rebellions within newsrooms. I did experience that due to my efforts to try to enforce social-media guidelines, for example, and then, also, in reaction to the George Floyd killing, the demand for greater diversity in the newsroom and in leadership.

But I think that the unwillingness to sort of recognize nuances has hurt our credibility with the general public. That's where I think it's done real damage, is that it has contributed to the decline in confidence in major news institutions. And that's a perilous place to be.

Frum: You know, diversity is a complex concept with many different meanings, and I think what it can sometimes mean and has sometimes meant for many institutions is that while the staff become more diverse in a series of biographical attributes, they become more monolithic in the way they think and more different from the people to whom they want to deliver their product.

So if you've got a newsroom that is all full of--from every background, every climb, but--all graduates of certain four-year institutions with certain common outlooks, and the readership doesn't meet those qualifications. I mean, they may, you know, have different biographies, but they have similar outlooks, and it's one that puts them increasingly at odds with who their consumers are, in a way that just wasn't the case when you went to a newspaper from high school, not from college.

Baron: I think that's true. I think that we do not have a certain level of diversity that we should have. It's people from a lot of different backgrounds, people who didn't go to all the same sorts of schools.

I certainly didn't, by the way. I did not go to an Ivy League school, and I grew up in Florida and not in the Washington area. And I just ended up there because I was approached about taking on the editorship of The Washington Post, which was a surprise to me. So I've always seen Washington as a bit of a bubble, and I think it is.

Look--we did work when I was at the Post to increase the diversity, in and in respects other than demographic. We tried to hire more military veterans. We thought that was important. The country had been at war for so many years, and yet we had very few military veterans in our newsroom. We needed more. We hired people who came from evangelical Christian colleges. I thought that was really important, given the importance of religion in this country, and particularly evangelicalism in this country. And to try to get more people from working-class backgrounds as well. And we need to do more of that. There's no question. I think there are a lot of people in the newsroom who don't understand the struggles and lives of ordinary people in the middle of the country, and we need to work harder at that. There's no question about that.

Frum: One thing I think that gets lost sight of--and I'm old enough to remember it, and maybe you are too--was: In the middle of 1970s, most of the people who worked for a newspaper were engaged in a form of manufacturing. The paper, yes, it was written. But after it was written, it was then composed by people who worked for the newspaper, and it was then physically printed and then physically distributed. It was a giant manufacturing enterprise, and most of the staff were blue-collar people who had nothing to do with the content of the paper and everything to do with the physical existence of the paper.

And this was brought home when my wife's stepfather created a newspaper in Toronto--which was created in the early 1970s, The Toronto Sun--which was like this. You saw it when you went to the athletic events, or the picnics, the softball games that the reporters might have had a slightly more-educated background. But most people who were there were blue-collar people when they played softball together, when they did picnics together, when they socialized together--that the newspaper affirmed its identity as part of the culture of the city, and it was a manufacturing enterprise.

Well, technology has changed that. Newspapers don't manufacture anymore. They deliver a nonphysical product. The people who produce the product are highly educated. The production staff are probably even more technically skilled than the content staff. And all of them are more and more unlike the rest of the people of the city or country in which they serve.

Baron: Well, I agree with you on that. Look--this was evident prior to Trump being elected. People have asked me what our failures were prior to Trump being elected, and I always say, It wasn't the coverage of the campaign. It was what occurred prior to that--years prior to that. It's that we didn't understand the country well enough.

We just did not understand people's struggles, their expectations, their aspirations, and we needed to do that better. And there's no question that--look: Everybody, people talk about their life experiences these days, but everybody's life experiences, by definition, are narrow. It's just them. Our job as journalists is to get outside of our life experience and understand the life, the experiences of other people. And we need more people in our newsrooms who come from a variety of different backgrounds. And I think we should get to work doing that.

Frum: A point I made in my first Trump book about this is a way of driving it home. So the great opioid toll begins in 2014. By 2016, it's killing more Americans than Vietnam. I went to The New York Times search engine and typed in, for the year from January 1, 2016, to the end of 2016, the two words opioid and transgender. And I don't want to derogate from the importance of any issue. If I remember right, there were, like, 80 or a hundred times more stories about transgender issues in The New York Times in 2016 than there were about the opioid epidemic. Now, that would change the following year, but it just marked that something could be happening in Pennsylvania and New Hampshire in 2014, 2015, and 2016, and it was invisible to the people who produced the country's most elite newspapers.

And one of Trump's secret weapons in the campaign of 2016 was he would campaign in these places and just say the word opioid. He had no plan. He had no concept. And indeed, the problem would continue to get dramatically worse under his presidency, but at least he knew it was there, which other people seem not to know.

Baron: That's a very interesting data point, that research that you did. And I think it does highlight just how sorely disconnected we are from so much of what is happening in the country, and I think that's something that definitely needs to be corrected, and corrected quickly. It's cause for a lot of self-reflection on the part of all of us who are in the media, and we need to make sure that that doesn't continue.

Frum: As we talk about media, of course, people of a certain generation have an idea of what media is, and we often have a way of using that phrase to mean institutions that were important in 1972--The Washington Post, The New York Times, CBS News. And it's a little hard to absorb that everybody who has one of these devices, which everybody has, can communicate instantly any image or any language to anybody on the planet on a scale that would've staggered the editors of The Washington Post in 1972, or even the CBS Evening News.

And I suppose one of the questions we have to think more philosophically about is: What is media in the 2020s? I mean, TikTok shapes more minds than The New York Times, and Joe Rogan has a bigger audience than 60 Minutes. And we have a kind of anti-media that creates relationships with its consumers by presenting itself as non-media, by attacking the institutions that were important in 1972 but that are themselves also forms of media, obviously, and that are different from the traditional institutions only in that they seem to have no code of conduct, no code of ethics whatsoever.

Baron: Well, clearly the definition of media has expanded tremendously. We've seen a radical change in the kind of media there is, and a radical change in the way that media is consumed.

And a lot of the new media is communicating with a level of authenticity--or at least perceived authenticity--that institutional media has been unable to deliver. We in the traditional media have always focused on our authority, the reporting that we do, the verification process--all of which, of course, is essential and core to who we are and what we ought to be doing, what our mission is. At the same time, we are not communicating the same level of authenticity that a lot of the new media are. And because we don't do that, because we don't communicate authenticity, we're not getting credit for the authority that we have. And people who do communicate authentically, or perceived authentically--a lot of the new media--they're being given credit for authority that frequently they don't deserve. Not always. There are people who are quite capable who are doing that, but a lot of them don't deserve the authority.

And look--this is a huge challenge. I mean, it's an opportunity, of course, to reach more people. But it is a huge challenge to traditional news institutions, and that's one that we clearly have to confront and we have to change.

Frum: Well, you're very polite about it when you call it authenticity. I think one of the lessons I think from a media-business point of view: The media of the 1970s ignored large parts of demand. It turns out, there's a much bigger demand for virulent anti-Semitism in America than anyone in 1975 thought there was. There's much more demand for crackpot medical advice than people used to think.

And in 1975, if you'd said to The New York Times or The Washington Post or CBS, You know, you could make more money by serving the anti-Semitic market or the medical crackpot market, they would say, You know what? We're making enough money. Thanks, but no thanks. We don't need to tell people the polio vaccine is no good. But people, entrepreneurs have discovered there is a big market for anti-Semitism. There is a big market for The polio vaccine is no good, and you can get very rich--or at least selected individuals can--meeting that demand, which is not infinite but large. And we are in a world that is, you know--the price of the internet may be the return of infectious diseases that had been banished in 1998.

Baron: Look--they are an enormous number of bad actors. By using the word authenticity, I don't suggest that many of them aren't bad actors. There are good actors too. There are people who are doing really good work. And I think there's a reason you have a podcast, that you developed a podcast because you saw it as a better way of communicating with people or, at least potentially, a more-effective way of communicating with people. And there are a lot of other people who are doing that as well.

So I don't want to discredit everybody who's in new media, because they don't deserve to be discredited, because many of them are quite good. But there are a lot of bad actors in spreading crazy conspiracy theories and a lot of hate. And that is the nature of the internet these days, is that it allows for that because it's a highly fragmented market, and people are going to exploit that fragmented market for their own personal, professional, political, or commercial gain.

And that's exactly what's happening. I would say, however, that traditional media is not irrelevant, as is often claimed by people in that new-media field, by a lot of our politicians today, including Trump and Musk and whoever. The reality is that we remain relevant. There's a reason why Trump is completely obsessed with traditional media. He would not be obsessed with traditional media if it were irrelevant; that would be insane. And by the way, when Elon Musk just recently stepped away from the White House, who did he give interviews to? Amazingly, traditional media, the very media that he had denigrated all along.

Frum: How should we think about what is and what isn't media? A person offering makeup advice on TikTok to a million viewers, is that media? I don't know anymore.

Baron: Yeah, it's media. I mean, I think it is media--media writ large. Absolutely. People who are on TikTok are having an enormous impact. I mean, people are forming their opinions of what's happening, let's say in the Middle East, based on a 15-second TikTok. They think they know everything based on the 15 seconds that they saw on TikTok. Now, that is appalling, of course. Anytime you're dealing with a complex subject, like the Middle East, which has centuries of history behind it, you don't want to think that you've absorbed everything you need to know based on something you saw in 15 seconds on TikTok. But there's no question. That's media. That is how people are receiving their information, like it or not.

Frum: Let me offer you a last question, some advice for the viewers: How does one become a better consumer of media content in this day and age? Are there any guidelines or advice you can offer to the viewer who is not selling makeup tips to a million people, but who has a phone, uses it, looks at it. How do we use this incredible new device, this incredible new power, responsibly and effectively to live better and more informed lives as citizens and individuals?

Baron: Well, look. I mean, one of the biggest challenges today, a huge challenge and problem for us, is that we can't agree on a common set of facts. We can't even agree on how to determine what a fact is. All of the things that we've used in the past--education, experience, expertise, and actual evidence--have all been discredited. Not discredited, but denied and dismissed and denigrated.

I think that consumers should be looking at that. They ought to be looking: Does this person actually have an education in the field? Does this person have experience in the field? Does this person have expertise? Is there actual evidence? Can I see the evidence? Who is behind this? Use your critical faculties to judge the quality of information and the quality of the people who are disseminating that information, and determine whether in the past you've relied on them.

I mean, one of the interesting things about traditional media is that when there's a natural disaster, guess where people turn? They turn to traditional media. They don't turn to some of these fringe outfits to tell them where the hurricane's going to hit and what they ought to be doing, or where the tornado is, or anything like that, or where the flooding is going to be. They turn, typically, to traditional media because, look--there's a reserve of confidence in them because they know that they're going to get accurate information. And so I think consumers of information need to look for that education, expertise, experience. And what is the evidence that they are providing? Are you just relying on your beliefs, or are you confusing your beliefs with actual facts?

Frum: Maybe the good news or the bad news of the same, which is we all have many more opportunities, but we're all going to have to work a lot harder to make sure that we are accurately and truthfully informed. And while it's never been easier if you have some medical symptom--never been easier to find out for yourself what that probably is--it's also never been easier to be deceived by people who, for reasons of gain or sociopathy, want to make you sicker or want to deny you the medicine you really need.

And so we have seen the decline in vaccinations. It's still more than 90 percent that are properly vaccinated. So nine out of 10 people are doing the right thing. But five or eight out of 100 are doing the wrong thing, and they pose risks not only to their own children, but to everybody's children.

Baron: And I think the consumers of information have to work harder, but also, those of us who are delivering information have to work harder to show people our work, to show people why they should believe us--not just to tell them what's happening but to show them the work that we've done, the evidence that we're relying upon. Be as transparent as possible, communicate more effectively, and make sure that we're covering the entirety of our communities and our society and our country, and do a better job of that.

Frum: Marty, thank you so much for your time. Thank you for your candid memoir--it's going to be an important resource for anyone who wants to understand the Trump era, and also the transformation of media under new kinds of ownership, and, above all, your extraordinarily important institution, The Washington Post, which you led to such heights, and which we hope is able to retain at least most of the glory that you delivered for it.

Baron: Thank you, David. I appreciate it.

Frum: Thank you. Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Marty Baron for joining me today. If you appreciate this dialogue and the others like it, I hope you will subscribe to this podcast on whatever platform you use. I hope you'll also consider subscribing to The Atlantic, in print or in text form. That is how we under support all the work of this podcast of myself and of all my Atlantic colleagues.

As we wrap up this all-media day today, I want to delve into one final topic, and that is: the way this scandal, this outrage, this outcry that has been womped up about the age of former President Joe Biden.

Everyone saw the debate that President Biden had obviously become infirm, and now there is a lot of accusation that this was somehow covered up or neglected, and that not only were the people around President Biden culpable, but that somehow the press was implicated, too, in its failure to address the question sufficiently and in time. This strikes me as something with a kernel of truth to it, but more distraction and misleading than truth. And let me explain what I mean.

Now, I'm proud to say that The Atlantic was early and direct on the Biden age story. We ran a piece in June of 2022 by my Atlantic colleague Mark Leibovich saying Biden was too old and should not run again. Had Leibovich's advice been followed, history would've taken a very different course. And I think you'll find many other examples in many other places--Olivia Nuzzi at New York Magazine--of people who brought attention to the President Biden's gathering infirmity.

Obviously, there were people around him who tried to put the best face on the president's health. That's always true. President Kennedy was much sicker than anybody knew at the time when he was president in the early '60s, when he seemed to be a model of physical fitness. President Eisenhower, the severity of his heart attacks--again, that was not known to people at the time. The full seriousness of the assassination attempt on President Ronald Reagan in 1981--his recovery, it was much more touch and go than people were allowed to think at the time.

People are invited to think of the president as healthier than the president often is. It is a body-killing job, and nobody comes out of it in the same shape that they went into it. And surely, the people around President Biden tried to represent him as healthier than perhaps he was, especially toward the end. And it is an important news story to cover the capability of the president. Kudos to those who dig into that topic, who separate what is true from what is rumored, and who alert people when the president isn't as capable as the president should be, or as those around him want to be.

That's a job that continues even after the presidency. As I said, with these previous presidents, the full degree of their infirmity was often not known until sometime afterwards. Woodrow Wilson was struck down by a stroke in October of 1919. Now, people understood that he was ill and was invalided, but how radically invalided he was, that was something--and he was invalid from October of 1919 until he left the presidency, in March of 1921, almost a year and a half--that was covered up by his wife and his doctor. And the full truth was not known for a long time, and that really did change the course of history.

Many of the worst acts of the Wilson presidency happened after the stroke of October 1919, and it's not clear whether Wilson approved of them, authorized them, or even was aware of them. The Palmer Raids, for example, where immigrants were rounded up and deported without much of a hearing, if any--those started in November of 1919 and were at their peak in January of 1920. Not clear that Wilson even ever knew about it. So bringing the truth retrospectively, also an important task. And I understand that journalists, when they follow these stories, can sometimes lose perspective.

You know, if the school superintendent is stealing pencils from the supply cabinet, that's probably not the most important story in the world. But the only way you're ever going to find out about it is if one person in the local paper decides that for him or for her, that story will be the most important story in the world for however long it takes to get to the bottom of it. And only a person who acts as if the superintendent stealing the pencils is the most important story in the world will bring the story to light at all and give it whatever attention it deserves. So their tunnel vision is kind of a bona fide job qualification for being a reporter.

But when you consume and read and react to news, that's where the perspective comes in. And you need to say, Okay, maybe the people around Biden did try to hush up how sick he was. And maybe not every journalist worked as hard as Mark Leibovich to get the truth. Not every journalist worked as hard as Olivia Nuzzi to get the truth. Not every journalist was willing to brave the blowback that Mark Leibovich and Olivia Nuzzi got for their reporting of the truth.

But how important was this story, really? And today--when there is an effort to make it seem like this is the biggest scandal in American history, or at least the biggest scandal going today--at a time when the present president is pillaging billions of dollars, the story now that is the overwhelming story here in Washington is corruption on a post-Soviet, postcolonial Africa scale. Billions of dollars going into and affecting everything, every decision that this administration makes, from pardons to foreign policy. That's the story. Everything else, also interesting. But don't oversell it, and don't overbuy it.

Thanks very much. I hope to see you next week here on The David Frum Show.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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FEMA Is Not Prepared

Citizens could be on their own this hurricane season.

by David A. Graham
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Who manages the disaster if the disaster managers are the disaster?

That's a question that the people of the United States may have to answer soon. As hurricane season begins in the U.S., the Federal Emergency Management Agency is in disarray.

Reuters reported yesterday that acting FEMA head David Richardson suggested during a meeting with employees that he was unaware of the very existence of a hurricane season. A spokesperson for the Department of Homeland Security dismissed the report: "Despite meanspirited attempts to falsely frame a joke as policy, there is no uncertainty about what FEMA will be doing this Hurricane Season." The spokesperson added, "FEMA is shifting from bloated, DC-centric dead weight to a lean, deployable disaster force that empowers state actors to provide relief for their citizens."

FEMA employees, and Americans at large, might be forgiven for having doubts. Richardson has only been on the job since early May, when his predecessor was abruptly fired after telling Congress he did not believe that FEMA should be eliminated, as President Donald Trump has contemplated. Richardson is a Marine veteran who had been leading the DHS office that seeks to prevent attacks on the U.S. involving weapons of mass destruction, but he has no experience with disaster management. The Wall Street Journal reported that he had expressed surprise at how broad FEMA's remit is. (The last time FEMA was led by an administrator whose profession was not emergency management was the mid-2000s, under Michael Brown. If you don't know how that turned out, I recommend my colleague Vann R. Newkirk II's award-winning podcast on Hurricane Katrina, Floodlines.)

But Richardson surely is aware of hurricane season. In mid-May, CNN obtained an internal document warning that FEMA was badly behind schedule. "As FEMA transforms to a smaller footprint, the intent for this hurricane season is not well understood, thus FEMA is not ready," it read. (DHS, which oversees FEMA, said the information was "grossly out of context.") To calm worries at the agency, Richardson held a conference call. "I would say we're about 80 or 85 percent there," he told staff, according to ABC News. "The next week, we will close that gap and get to probably 97 to 98 percent of a plan. We'll never have 100 percent of a plan."

That was not the most reassuring answer, and it looks worse now. The Journal reports that in the same meeting yesterday where Richardson suggested unfamiliarity with hurricane season, he also said the agency would return to its 2024 hurricane-preparedness strategy. How that will work is anyone's guess, given that FEMA has already slashed programs and staff since last year's hurricane season. (FEMA responded to my request for comment with DHS's statement, but did not answer specific questions or make any official available for an interview.)

FEMA is not a large part of the federal government by budget or staff, but it is an important one because it directly affects the lives of ordinary Americans in their worst moments. Washington can seem distant and abstract, but disasters are not, and as Hurricane Helene last year demonstrated, even people living in supposed "climate havens" are susceptible to extreme weather.

In the aftermath of Helene, Trump grasped the widespread public fury at FEMA, which storm victims felt was not responsive enough, fast enough. (Major disasters are major, and even the best-managed response is going to be slower than anyone wants, but no one seems to think this was the best-managed response.) As a candidate, he was quick to say that the Biden administration should do more, but since becoming president again, he has taken steps to ensure that FEMA can and will do less.

FEMA is also making recovery harder for the victims of past disasters. In April, Trump declined to declare a major disaster in Washington State, which would free up funding for recovery from a bomb cyclone in November 2024; the state's entire congressional delegation pleaded with him to reconsider. DHS also denied North Carolina more funding for cleanup after Helene, which Governor Josh Stein estimated would cost state taxpayers hundreds of millions of dollars. The president also refused individual federal assistance to nine Arkansas counties struck by tornadoes in March, only reversing the decision after Governor Sarah Huckabee Sanders, who served as press secretary in Trump's first administration, called the president directly.

In the post-FEMA future that Trump has floated, states would be responsible for all disaster recovery. Some conservatives have long argued that states need to shoulder more responsibility for smaller disasters, but most states (and territories such as Puerto Rico) simply don't have the resources to respond to large-scale disasters like Helene. This is, after all, one reason the 13 colonies united in the first place: for mutual aid and protection. The federal government has much greater resources and, unlike most states, is not required to balance its budget annually. That makes it a crucial financial backstop. As Brock Long, who led FEMA during Trump's first term, told me last year, "All disasters are locally executed, state managed, and federally supported."

FEMA has not, generally, been a partisan agency. Administrators may have different political views, but they try to provide help without consideration for politics. I've spoken with several administrators over the years, and they are consistently professional, don't take wildly differing approaches to their work, and are dedicated to emergency response. When an employee at FEMA was caught telling workers not to help people with Trump signs in their yards, it was rightly a scandal. Yet in his first term, Trump himself reportedly withheld or delayed disaster funds in multiple cases based on partisanship. His reversal on assistance for Arkansas residents raises the specter of a future in which only states whose governors are close to Trump can hope to obtain relief.

And yet if FEMA isn't prepared for hurricane season, doesn't have sufficient staff, and is laboring under a president who would like to see it gone, the problem may not be that only the president's allies can get help from the federal government--but rather that no one can.

Related:

	Hurricane Helene through the eyes of a former FEMA chief
 	David Inserra: There are too many federal disasters.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Feudalism is our future.
 	Ukraine's warning to the world's other military forces
 	The GOP's new Medicaid denialism




Today's News

	DHS Secretary Kristi Noem announced that the family of the man accused of Sunday's attack at a Colorado demonstration for Israeli hostages has been taken into ICE custody.
 	Elon Musk posted on X calling President Donald Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act a "disgusting abomination."
 	Mount Etna, an active volcano in eastern Sicily, erupted. No injuries resulted.
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	Work in Progress: Derek Thompson explains the No. 1 rule for understanding Donald Trump.
 	The Weekly Planet: Our diets are awful for the planet. But we can't simply abandon food, Michael Grunwald writes.
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Nutrition Science's Most Preposterous Result

By David Merritt Johns

From 2023
 Last summer, I got a tip about a curious scientific finding. "I'm sorry, it cracks me up every time I think about this," my tipster said.
 Back in 2018, a Harvard doctoral student named Andres Ardisson Korat was presenting his research on the relationship between dairy foods and chronic disease to his thesis committee. One of his studies had led him to an unusual conclusion: Among diabetics, eating half a cup of ice cream a day was associated with a lower risk of heart problems. Needless to say, the idea that a dessert loaded with saturated fat and sugar might actually be good for you raised some eyebrows at the nation's most influential department of nutrition.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Sohrab Hura / Magnum



Watch. Our writers and editors recommend five movies they could watch over and over again.

Read. Susan Choi's new book, Flashlight, considers the evolution of rage.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Professional emergency managers are some of the most impressive people I've interviewed. To succeed, they have to be extremely practical, very creative, and totally unflappable. In 2015, while reporting an article on "maximums of maximums"--the biggest hypothetical catastrophes the nation could face--I asked some sources what their nightmare was. "What keeps me up is another form of a pandemic, respiratory transmitted, highly lethal virus," Anthony Fauci told me. (Good prediction, doc.) But when I asked Craig Fugate, then FEMA's administrator, what kept him up at night, he answered in the way that only a veteran of many disasters could: "Nothing."

-- David

This article originally misstated who declined to declare a major disaster in Washington State.

Isabel Fattal 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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Big Tech's AI Endgame Is Coming Into Focus

One app to rule them all

by Matteo Wong




If Google has its way, there will be no search bars, no search terms, no searching (at least not by humans). The very tool that has defined the company--and perhaps the entire internet--for nearly three decades could soon be overtaken by a chatbot. Last month, at its annual software conference, Google launched "AI Mode," the most drastic overhaul to its search engine in the company's history.



The feature is different from the AI summaries that already show up in Google's search results, which appear above the usual list of links to outside websites. Instead, AI Mode functionally replaces Google Search with something akin to ChatGPT. You ask a question and the AI spits out an answer. Instead of sifting through a list of blue links, you can just ask a follow-up. Google has begun rolling out AI Mode to users in the United States as a tab below the search bar (before "Images," "Shopping," and the like). The company said it will soon introduce a number of more advanced, experimental capabilities to AI Mode, at which point the feature could be able to write a research report in minutes, "see" through your smartphone's camera to assist with physical tasks such as a DIY crafts project, help book restaurant reservations, make payments. Whether AI Mode can become as advanced and as seamless as Google promises remains far from certain, but the firm appears to be aiming for something like an everything app: a single tool that will be able to do just about everything a person could possibly want to do online.



Seemingly every major tech company is after the same goal. OpenAI markets ChatGPT, for instance, as able to write code and summarize documents, help shop, produce graphics, and naturally, search the web. Elon Musk is notoriously obsessed with the idea of turning X into an everything app. Meta says you can use its AI "for everything you need"; Amazon calls its new, generative AI-powered Alexa+ "an assistant available to help any time you want"; Microsoft bills its AI Copilot as a companion "for all you do"; and Apple has marketed Apple Intelligence and a revamped Siri as tools that will revolutionize how people use their iPhones (which encompass, for many users, everything). Even Airbnb, once focused simply on vacation rentals, is redesigning itself as a place where "you can sell and do almost anything," as its CEO, Brian Chesky, recently said.



In a sense, everything apps are the logical conclusion of Silicon Valley's race to build artificial "general" intelligence, or AGI. A bot smart enough to do anything obviously would be used to power a product that can, in effect, do anything. But such apps would also represent the culmination of the tech industry's aim to entrench its products in people's daily lives. Already, Google has features for shopping, navigation, data storage, work software, payment, travel--plus an array of smartphones, tablets, smart-home gadgets, and more. Apple has a similarly all-encompassing suite of offerings, and Meta's three major apps (Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp) each have billions of users. Perhaps the only thing more powerful than these sprawling tech ecosystems is boiling them all down to a single product.



That these tech companies can even realistically have such colossal ambitions to build everything apps is a result of their existing dominance. The industry has spent years collecting information about our relationships, work, hobbies, and interests--all of which is becoming grist for powerful AI tools. A key feature of these everything apps is that they promise to be individually tailored, drawing on extensive personal data to provide, in theory, a more seamless experience. Your past search history, and eventually your emails, can inform AI Mode's responses: When I typed line up into AI Mode, I got the "line up" for the day's New York Mets game (the Mets are my favorite baseball team). When I typed the same phrase into traditional Google Search, I got a definition.



In other words, the rise of AI-powered everything apps is a version of the bargain that tech companies have proposed in the past with social media and other tools: our services for your data. Meta's AI assistant can draw on information from users' Facebook and Instagram accounts. Apple describes its AI as a "personal intelligence" able to glean from texts, emails, and notes on your device. And ChatGPT has a new "memory" feature that allows the chatbot to reference all previous conversations. If the technology goes as planned, it leads to a future in which Google, or any other Big Tech company, knows you are moving from Texas to Chicago and, of its own accord, offers to order the winter jacket you don't own to be delivered to your new apartment, already selected from your favorite brand, in your favorite color. Or it could, after reading emails musing about an Italian vacation, suggest an in-budget itinerary for Venice that best fits your preferences.



There are, of course, plenty of reasons to think that AI models will not be capable and reliable enough to power a true everything app. The Mets lineup that Google automatically generated for me wasn't entirely accurate. Chatbots still invent information and mess up basic math; concerns over AI's environmental harms and alleged infringement of intellectual-property rights could substantially slow the technology's development. Only a year ago, Google released AI Overviews, a search feature that told users to eat rocks and use glue to stick cheese to pizza. On the same day that Google released AI Mode, it also introduced an experimental AI shopping tool that can be easily used to make erotic images of teenagers, as I reported with my colleague Lila Shroff. (When we shared our reporting with the company, Google emphasized the protections it has in place and told us it would "continue to improve the experience.") Maybe AI Mode will order something two sizes too large and ship to the wrong address, or maybe it'll serve you recommendations for Venice Beach.

Read: Google's new AI puts breasts on minors--and J.D. Vance

Despite these embarrassments, Google and its major AI competitors show no signs of slowing down. The promised convenience of everything apps is, after all, alluring: The more products of any one company you use, and the better integrated those products are, the more personalized and universal its everything app can be. Google even has a second contender in the race--its Gemini model, which, at the same conference, the company said will become a "universal AI assistant." Whether through Search or Gemini the company seems eager to integrate as many of its products and as much of its user data as possible.



On the surface, AI and the everything app seem set to dramatically change how people interact with technology--consolidating and streamlining search, social media, officeware, and more into a chatbot. But a bunch of everything apps vying for customers feels less like a race for innovation and more like empires warring over territory. Tech companies are running the same data-hungry playbook with their everything apps as they did in the markets that made them so dominant in the first place. Even OpenAI, which has evolved from a little-known nonprofit to a Silicon Valley behemoth, appears so eager to accumulate user data that it reportedly plans to launch a social-media network. The technology of the future looks awfully reliant on that of the past.
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Dear James: I'm Not Very Punk Rock

But I am quite convinced of the cruel pointlessness of existence. (Is this any way to live?)

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'm not very punk rock. Not even a little. I'm well into middle age and experiencing my first taste of the many small indignities sure to come. I wear sensible shoes with gel insoles scientifically designed to relieve the pain and discomfort of plantar fasciitis. I have long and detailed conversations about insurance.

And yet, in my heart, I believe that all is mendacity. That virtue is impossible. That the system crushes us all beneath its relentless wheel. I tell hilarious jokes about the cruel pointlessness of existence and receive only blank stares in return. If the world were to perish in flames, I'm pretty sure it would be no more than it deserved.

So my question to you is simple: Is this any way to live?

Also: Can you recommend any good bands?



Dear Reader,

You are punk rock to the tips of your gel-cushioned toes, my friend. Don't worry about that. I'm sorry that nobody's digging your nihilistic humor. Maybe work on your material a bit, soften the edges, angle it a touch toward the mainstream? Day-to-day discourse, in my experience, can absorb a remarkable amount of savage absurdism, gags about doom, and so on (this stuff is highly relatable!)--as long as you don't come off as aggressive or out of your mind. As long as you don't come off too punk rock.

To your larger point: How are we to live, make our way, proceed in the world when so much of said world is clearly an evil farce? (Huge pause while advice columnist slurps his coffee, stares out the window, and considers the question.) The punk rockers were not the first to have this insight, of course: The poets and the prophets have always known it. No one is more punk rock than the unknown author of Ecclesiastes. Or John Donne. Or Sylvia Plath. Or the author(s) of the Psalms, in certain moods.

The trick, I think, is to use this world-withering vision as a stimulant rather than as a philosophical end point. Don't let it shut you down; let it wake you up. Use it to sharpen your senses and file your encounters to a keen edge. As in: It's all bollocks and everyone dies, but wow, this bag of Dunkin' Donuts Snackin' Bacon tastes amazing. Or: It's all bollocks and everyone dies, so why don't I help this elderly person with her shopping? Use it, this flame of disgust, to refine your language!

Regarding bands, I have one word for you: Godflesh. (Cue sound of Godflesh fans across America falling to their knees in grateful assent.) It's all there. The beauty, the horror, the low end that purges your bowels, the guitar tone that scrapes the plaque from your heart. Start with Hymns.

Wanting to be sedated,

James



Dear James,

What are some great movies that have come out this year?



Dear Reader,

The last great movie I saw was Friendship. Profoundly awkward person (Tim Robinson) is absorbed at dizzying speed into charmed friend circle of smooth bro (Paul Rudd) and then--even more abruptly--rejected. At which point he shouts, in despair, "You made me feel too free! You accepted me too quickly!" Genius.

Feet up in the back row,

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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A Spectacular Eruption of Mount Etna

Yesterday morning, a plume of gas and ash destroyed part of the volcano's crater wall as pyroclastic flows ran down its slopes. Despite the spectacle, no damage was reported, though tourists did have to pause their visits for a time.

by Alan Taylor


Volcanic ash and steam rise from Mount Etna, as seen from Milo, Italy, on June 2, 2025. (Marco Restivo / Reuters)




A volcanic plume rises from the southeast crater of Mount Etna on June 2, 2025, seen from Catania, Italy. (Fabrizio Villa / Getty)




Plumes of volcanic ash rise from Mount Etna, as seen from Milo, Italy, on June 2, 2025. (Marco Restivo / Reuters)




A cloud of ash and gas rises as Etna erupts again, seen in Nicolosi, near Catania, on June 2, 2025. (Salvatore Allegra / Anadolu / Getty)




Ash and steam rise from Mount Etna, seen near Motta Camastra, Sicily, on June 2, 2025. (Joachim Herrmann / Reuters)




Steam rises from Mount Etna, as seen from Milo, on June 2, 2025. (Marco Restivo / Reuters)




Ash and steam erupt from Mount Etna, seen from Milo, on June 2, 2025. (Marco Restivo / Reuters)




A cloud of ash and gas rises above Etna, near Catania, on June 2, 2025. (Salvatore Allegra / Anadolu / Getty)




After its eruption earlier in the morning, tourists visit a less-active part of Mount Etna on June 2, 2025. (Joachim Herrmann / Reuters)




Mount Etna at sunset, seen from downtown Catania, appears calm after its violent eruption earlier in the day, on June 2, 2025. (Fabrizio Villa / Getty)
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The GOP's New Medicaid Denialism

Unable to defend their health-care cuts on the merits, congressional Republicans have pivoted to magical thinking.

by Jonathan Chait




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


Congressional Republicans claim to have achieved something truly miraculous. Their One Big Beautiful Bill Act, they argue, would cut nearly $800 billion from Medicaid spending over 10 years without causing any Americans to lose health care--or, at least, without making anyone who loses health care worse off.

The Congressional Budget Office estimates that, by imposing Medicaid work requirements, the bill would eventually increase the uninsured population by at least 8.6 million. At first, Republican officials tried to defend this outcome on the grounds that it would affect only lazy people who refuse to work. This is clearly untrue, however. As voluminous research literature shows, work requirements achieve savings by implementing burdensome paperwork obligations that mostly take Medicaid from eligible beneficiaries, not 25-year-old guys who prefer playing video games to getting a job.

Perhaps for that reason, some Republicans in Washington are now making even more audacious claims. On CNN over the weekend, Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought insisted that "no one will lose coverage as a result of this bill." Likewise, Joni Ernst, a Republican senator from Iowa, recently told voters at a town hall, "Everyone says that Medicaid is being cut, people are going to see their benefits cut; that's not true." After one attendee shouted, "People will die," Ernst replied, "We all are going to die," and later doubled down on her comment on social media, attempting to equate concern that Medicaid cuts could harm people with believing in the tooth fairy.

Officials such as Vought and Ernst have not provided a detailed explanation of their blithe assurances. But there is one center of conservative thought that has attempted to defend these claims: the Wall Street Journal editorial page. Last week, it published an editorial headlined "The Medicaid Scare Campaign." The thesis is that the Medicaid cuts would "improve healthcare by expanding private insurance options, which provide better access and health outcomes than Medicaid."

This would be, as they say, huge if true: The GOP has found a way to give low-income Americans better health care while saving hundreds of billions in taxpayer money. The timing is even more remarkable, given that this wondrous solution has come along at precisely the moment when congressional Republicans are desperate for budget savings to partially offset the costs of a regressive and fiscally irresponsible tax cut.

Sadly, a close reading of The Wall Street Journal's editorial reveals that no such miracle is in the offing. Instead, the argument relies on a series of misunderstandings and non sequiturs to obscure the obvious fact that cutting Medicaid would make poor people sicker and more likely to die.

Jonathan Chait: The cynical Republican plan to cut Medicaid

The editorial begins by acknowledging a recent study's conclusion that Medicaid expansion under the Affordable Care Act reduced mortality by 2.5 percent among low-income American adults. This would imply that taking Medicaid away from people would cause many of them to die. Not so fast, the editorial insists: "The 2.5% difference in mortality for low-income adults between the expansion and non-expansion states wasn't statistically significant when disabled adults were included."

The implication is that the lifesaving effect of the Medicaid expansion disappears if you include disabled adults. In fact, Bruce Meyer, a University of Chicago economist and a co-author of the study, told me that the reason the study excluded disabled adults is that they were already eligible for public health insurance before the expansion. The way to measure the effect of a change is to focus on the population that was treated to the change. So either the Wall Street Journal editorial board is misleading its audience intentionally or it does not understand statistics. (Decades of Journal editorials provide ample grounds for both explanations.)

The editorial then suggests that Obamacare has not overcome other social factors that are causing people to die: "What's clear is that the ObamaCare expansion hasn't reduced deaths among lower-income, able-bodied adults. U.S. life expectancy remains about the same as it was in 2014 owing largely to increased deaths among such adults from drug overdoses and chronic diseases."

This passage, like the previous one, is intended to sound like a claim that giving people access to medical care does not reduce their likelihood of suffering a premature death. But that is not really what it's saying. The editorial is merely noting that the drug epidemic and other factors worked against the effects of the Medicaid expansion. Presumably, if the government had started throwing people off their health insurance at the same time that the drug-overdose epidemic was surging, then life expectancy would have gotten even worse.

The article goes on to explain that Medicaid reimburses doctors and hospitals at a lower rate than private insurance does. That is absolutely correct: In the United States, Medicaid is the cheapest existing way to give people access to medical care. The editorial laments that Medicaid recipients have worse outcomes than people on private insurance do. But the Republican plan isn't to put Medicaid recipients on private insurance, which would cost money. The plan is to take away even their extremely cheap insurance and leave them with nothing. (Well, not nothing: The editorial notes that the bill would double "the health-savings account contribution limit to $17,100 from $8,550 for families earning up to $150,000." For reference, in most states, a four-person household must earn less than $45,000 a year to be eligible for Medicaid.)

Finally, the editorial asserts, "The GOP bill is unlikely to cause many Americans to lose Medicaid coverage." Here is where I would analyze the editorial's support for this remarkable claim, but there is none. The sentence just floats by itself in a sea of text that bears no relationship to it.

Indeed, the editorial doesn't even attempt to explain why the official Congressional Budget Office estimate is dramatically wrong. Nor does it engage with the mountain of evidence showing that people who obtain Medicaid coverage tend, naturally enough, to be better off as a result. The near-universal belief that being able to see a doctor and buy medicine makes you healthier is the kind of presumption that would take extraordinary evidence to refute. The Wall Street Journal editorial offers none at all.

Advocates of the House bill have cultivated an aura of condescension toward anybody who states its plain implications. But even the most detailed attempt to substantiate their position consists entirely of deflections and half-truths. If this is the best case that can be made for worrying about the GOP's plan for Medicaid, then Americans should be worried indeed.
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        Is Trump Falling Out of Love With Putin?
        Ashley Parker

        Like so many stories about Donald Trump, this one begins with a tweet.More than a decade ago, Trump mused about whether Vladimir Putin would attend a beauty pageant that Trump was sponsoring in Moscow and, if so, whether Putin would "become my new best friend." That seemingly random 2013 Twitter missive launched one of the most enduring and significant geopolitical bromances in recent times--one that has persisted despite election-interference allegations, a special-counsel investigation, and the ...
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When Pete Hegseth's Pentagon Tenure Started Going Sideways

The defense secretary annoyed Donald Trump with a favor for Elon Musk. Hegseth's problems only grew from there.

by Missy Ryan, Ashley Parker




Things were going fine for Pete Hegseth, right up until a chance encounter with the world's richest man. His pursuit of Donald Trump's agenda at the Pentagon had made him a star among the president's advisers. The former Fox News host had moved swiftly to roll back diversity initiatives in the military and to expand U.S. troops' role in halting immigration at the southern border. His willingness to challenge Republican orthodoxy on foreign policy and punch back at critics was seen as an asset as Trump began his second term.



But then, in mid-March, Hegseth bumped into Elon Musk in a White House hallway, and extended an ill-fated invitation to the tech titan for an exclusive military briefing.



"Up until then, DOD had been the golden child," one person familiar with Hegseth's office told us.



When Trump learned about the proposed briefing the night before it was scheduled to take place, he was displeased. Although Hegseth denied a New York Times report that the March 21 meeting would focus on plans for potential war with Beijing, Trump told others that any presentation on China would be inappropriate for Musk, who has extensive business interests there, according to people familiar with the president's reaction. The very idea that top officers would brief the businessman in the Tank--the secure Pentagon conference room where the military brass assembles for visits by the commander in chief--added to an unwelcome perception that Musk wielded outsize government power.



In a call hours after the Times story appeared, Trump made clear to Hegseth that the briefing was "a bad look" for the administration, according to individuals with knowledge of the call. When Hegseth visited the White House the next day to debut the Air Force's newest fighter jet, Trump again conveyed his displeasure. "This is crazy and stupid," Trump said of the briefing, one of these people told us. "Why would we even do this?"



Jonathan Lemire: Why Trump is standing by Hegseth, for now



Trump reserved most of his ire for Musk and did not express anger toward Hegseth personally, White House officials told us. Yet the Musk episode, and Trump's response to Hegseth, details of which have not been previously reported, represented a turning point for the new Pentagon chief, according to people familiar with his tenure who spoke with us on the condition of anonymity. Since then, a series of embarrassing revelations, including Hegseth's disclosure of military attack plans on the messaging app Signal, have fueled turmoil and suspicion at the Pentagon's highest levels. They have also intensified public scrutiny of Hegseth's judgment and deepened questions about his ability to deliver on the president's military priorities, including pushing back against China and demonstrating American strength, which the president believes was eroded by his predecessor. "Things were heading in the right direction," the person familiar with Hegseth's office added. "But then the leaks and Signalgate just really fucked up Pete."

Hegseth oversees a workforce of more than 3 million, and a budget of close to $1 trillion, without a chief of staff. His shrunken circle of close aides lacks extensive Pentagon experience. Key military commanders are preparing to retire without replacements in sight. Sidelined aides have aired details of unseemly feuds at the department's senior levels, and a series of unflattering media reports have fueled what numerous officials describe as Hegseth's fixation on stopping leaks.



White House officials say that Trump continues to support Hegseth--the defense chief's job is "100 percent safe," one told us. This official also noted that in addition to having Trump's affection, Hegseth is personally liked by both Vice President J. D. Vance and White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles. White House Deputy Press Secretary Anna Kelly told us that the entire administration remains "fully behind Secretary Hegseth's mission to prioritize our warfighters, eliminate terrorists, and restore common sense at the DOD." But scores of congressional Democrats have called on Hegseth to resign. One Republican, Representative Don Bacon of Nebraska, has suggested that he be fired.



Musk's Pentagon visit originated from a conversation in Musk's sparsely furnished office that followed their impromptu meeting in a White House hallway, when Hegseth suggested that Musk come over to the Pentagon to talk with senior military leaders. The defense chief later authorized the meeting to be held in the Tank. Several people told us that Hegseth's invitation came at a moment when the Defense Department, like other agencies across the government, was facing the prospect of cuts by Musk's Department of Government Efficiency. While Hegseth has touted DOGE's steps to reduce the number of federal contractors and other personnel, DOD was not driving the process. The invitation represented a chance for Pentagon leaders to help steer DOGE's direction in cutting one of the world's largest bureaucracies. (A representative for Musk did not respond to multiple requests for comment.)



Tom Nichols: Pete Hegseth's patriotic duty is to resign



Just three days after Musk's Pentagon visit, Hegseth's judgment again came into question when Jeffrey Goldberg, the editor in chief of The Atlantic, revealed that he had been added to a high-level Signal chat about plans to bomb Houthi militants in Yemen. Although then-National Security Adviser Michael Waltz had inadvertently invited Goldberg to the thread, it was Hegseth who escalated the exchange by posting details of an imminent attack on Houthi targets, including the precise times when U.S. jets would be flying over their targets in Yemen. Current and former officials have said that such advance attack information would typically be highly classified because of the danger its disclosure could pose to pilots.



A cascade of other revelations followed, including stories detailing the unusual role that Hegseth's wife, Jennifer, has played in his work at the Pentagon, where she has attended meetings with foreign officials and issued orders related to her husband's media appearances. News reports also revealed that Hegseth gave his younger brother a senior Pentagon role and authorized the installation of a makeup studio at a cost of thousands of dollars. Current and former officials told us that Hegseth has since threatened to polygraph numerous senior officials, including the acting chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He has also overturned decades of tradition in the military's relationship with the press, ousting media outlets from their long-standing Pentagon workspaces in favor of Trump-friendly voices and ending reporters' access to most of the building.



When The Atlantic interviewed Trump in the Oval Office in late April, the president said he'd had "a talk" with Hegseth about the various embarrassing reports, predicting, "I think he's gonna get it together."



Yet the Musk and Signal episodes reveal what some individuals familiar with Hegseth's tenure described to us as his tendency to use his position heading the world's most advanced military as a "flex." He attempts to impress others with his access to sensitive information and his power to direct American forces, even if it means a little indiscretion along the way, they said. "He's got this $180,000 Ferrari. That's the Pentagon for him," another person familiar with Hegseth's office told us. "And he likes to show it off."



Hegseth created further controversy after he elevated Ricky Buria, a Marine who'd been serving as a military aide when Hegseth took office, to a senior role and sought to name him as chief of staff. Buria often made demands of more senior officers, and his sudden promotion to a senior political position rubbed many in the rank-conscious military the wrong way.



Trump personally blocked Buria from the chief-of-staff job because of his ties to Lloyd Austin, Joe Biden's Pentagon chief, White House officials told us. People familiar with Pentagon staffing told us that the White House had explored hiring at least four replacements for Joe Kasper, who had abruptly left the chief-of-staff job in April to take a new role in the department, but that none had worked out.



The chief Pentagon spokesperson, Sean Parnell, said in a statement that personnel changes are a "natural and necessary feature of any highly effective organization."



"Americans outside the beltway don't care about 'palace intrigue' or sensationalized mainstream media gossip," Parnell said. "They care about action."

In response to suggestions from the White House, the Pentagon has in recent weeks begun to slowly expand its media engagement beyond MAGA-friendly outlets, taking reporters from several mainstream print-news organizations on Hegseth's travels to Latin America and Asia. Kingsley Wilson, Hegseth's Pentagon press secretary, told us that Hegseth's travels have involved bringing along journalists from "a wide range of outlets." Hegseth, however, has stuck to a rote playbook in responding to unfavorable news: attempt to discredit the media, then pivot to his efforts to rebuild the military and restore the "warrior ethos" he says was lost under Democratic leaders. "This is what the media does," he told reporters during a family Easter event at the White House, children in party attire looking on from behind. He gestured at the journalists assembled before him, calling them "hoaxsters." "They try to slash and burn people and ruin their reputations. It's not going to work with me."



Jason Dempsey: Hegseth has all the wrong enemies



Trump has stood by his Pentagon chief, suggesting that he admires the combative approach Hegseth takes in attacking administration detractors. He is a "tough cookie" who "went through a lot," the president said late last month. Trump also spent significant political capital pushing through Hegseth's nomination--Vance had to cast the tiebreaking vote after the Senate deadlocked on confirmation at 50-50--and is reluctant to abandon him now, especially because it might look like giving the media a scalp.



That support will be tested next week, when Hegseth begins a series of hearings on Capitol Hill convened to address the administration's budget requests. Hegseth is sure to face difficult questions from Democrats, including on his handling of sensitive  information, the upheaval in the Pentagon's upper ranks, and his firing of senior military officials. Those officers include the second-ever Black chairman of the Joint Chiefs and the first female Navy chief, both of whom Hegseth previously suggested were promoted because of their race and gender, respectively. Top Republicans, meanwhile, are unhappy with an administration spending proposal that they say doesn't include enough money for defense.



Many at the Pentagon question how long the president's backing for their boss will last. During his first term, Trump cycled through four defense secretaries and four national security advisers. He also voiced support for Waltz until the former national security adviser was pushed aside last month and asked to take a less powerful role, at the United Nations.



Although the president appears to appreciate Hegseth's pugnacious public style, he may require more from his defense secretary over time, as the administration faces pressure to deliver on a set of complex and interlocking goals, including fixing a byzantine military-procurement system, reviving a diminished defense industry, and strengthening America's response to China's military rise.



Fighters endear themselves to Trump, one person told us, "but you can't have a one-dimensional game. At a certain point, it's going to get old."
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Ukraine Got a Major Battle Victory. Trump Is Not Happy.

The president has fumed that Kyiv's drone strike could prolong a war that he's desperate to end.

by Jonathan Lemire




Ukraine's drone strikes deep into Russia delivered a humiliating blow to Moscow last weekend. Kyiv's defenders celebrated the attack as a triumph of modern warfare and a warning to Russian President Vladimir Putin. But the extraordinary operation got a different response inside the White House: anger.

Donald Trump has openly vented in recent weeks about Putin's unwillingness to end the war. But since Sunday's attack, which hit a series of Russian military airfields, the president has privately expressed frustration that the strike could escalate the conflict, according to three administration officials and an outside adviser to the White House. (They spoke on condition of anonymity to discuss internal deliberations.)

These sources told me that the drone strike has reignited the president's long-held displeasure with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, and prompted a new debate in the White House about whether the United States should abandon Ukraine. Throughout the war, Trump has deemed Zelensky a "bad guy" and a "hothead," the outside adviser said--someone who could be pushing the globe toward World War III. Trump privately echoed a right-wing talking point this week by criticizing Zelensky for supposedly showboating after the drone attacks; according to the adviser, Trump was impressed with the audacity of the strikes but believes that Zelensky's focus should have been on Ukraine-Russia negotiations in Istanbul.

Trump spoke with Putin yesterday, and, in a readout of the call on Truth Social, the U.S. president relayed the Kremlin's plans to strike back against Ukraine. "We discussed the attack on Russia's docked airplanes, by Ukraine, and also various other attacks that have been taking place by both sides," Trump wrote. "It was a good conversation, but not a conversation that will lead to immediate Peace. President Putin did say, and very strongly, that he will have to respond to the recent attack on the airfields."

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

Trump did not say whether he had warned Putin against retaliating, and two of the administration officials told me that he has not decided on his next steps. Officials have presented him with options that include sanctioning Russia and reducing American aid to Ukraine. Meanwhile, Trump told aides this week that he does not believe a summit with him, Zelensky, and Putin--which he once hoped would be a way to bring the war to a close--will happen any time soon, one of the administration officials told me.

Trump, who on the campaign trail last year vowed to end the war within his first 24 hours in office, made a renewed push for a peace deal last month. Although Zelensky agreed to an immediate cease-fire, Putin rejected the offer and ratcheted up his bombing of Ukrainian cities. That led Trump to threaten to walk away from peace talks, and to flash some rare ire at Putin. The president had hoped that some progress would be made in this week's talks in Turkey, but the meeting was overshadowed by the drone strikes and went nowhere. The White House has said that the U.S. was not told in advance about the surprise attack, which was carried out by drones hidden across five of Russia's time zones that hit nuclear-capable bombers and inflicted billions of dollars in damage, according to a preliminary estimate from the White House.

Steve Bannon and other influential MAGA voices have berated Ukraine for the attack and are attempting to push Washington further from Kyiv. On his podcast this week, Bannon blamed Ukraine for, in his view, sabotaging peace talks while potentially provoking a massive response from Russia. "Zelensky didn't give the president of the United States a heads-up to say he's going to do a deep strike into strategic forces of Russia, which is going up the escalatory ladder as quickly as you can, on the day before your meeting in Turkey?" Bannon said. "On the eve of peace talks or cease-fire talks, he takes the Japanese role in Pearl Harbor--the sneak attack." Bannon has conveyed similar messages to senior West Wing advisers, a fourth administration official told me.

Keith Kellogg, Trump's Ukraine envoy, warned on Fox News that "the risk levels are going way up" because the drones struck part of Russia's "national survival system"--its nuclear program--potentially pushing Moscow to retaliate in significant ways.

Trump has not increased aid to Ukraine since taking office again in January, and he has yet to endorse a bipartisan Senate push, led by his ally Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina, to impose harsh economic penalties against Russia and countries that do business with it.

Read: Trump hands Putin another victory

There have been other recent signs that the White House is distancing itself from Ukraine too. Yesterday, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth did not attend a meeting of 50 defense ministers at NATO headquarters in Brussels. In the past, the meeting has been an important venue for coordinating military aid for Ukraine. Hegseth was the first U.S. defense secretary to skip the event in three years. The Pentagon cited scheduling issues for his absence.

When I asked a White House spokesperson for comment about the drone strikes, she pointed me to Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt's briefing-room remarks on Tuesday, when Leavitt said that Trump "wants this war to end at the negotiating table, and he has made that clear to both leaders, both publicly and privately."

In public remarks about the strikes, Putin downplayed the chances of a cease-fire, asking, "Who has negotiations with terrorists?" But Zelensky told reporters that the operation over the weekend, code-named Spider's Web, would not have been carried out if Putin had agreed to a U.S.-proposed truce. "If there had been a cease-fire, would the operation have taken place?" Zelensky asked. "No."

Exasperated with the conflict, Trump continues to muse about walking away from any sort of diplomatic solution. In his Truth Social post about his call with Putin, the president seemed eager to change the subject to focus on ending a different international crisis. "We also discussed Iran," Trump wrote about ongoing talks regarding Tehran's nuclear ambitions. "President Putin suggested that he will participate in the discussions with Iran and that he could, perhaps, be helpful in getting this brought to a rapid conclusion."
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Trump Tries to Blame the Colorado Attack on 'Open Border' Policies

The reality of the suspect's immigration status is more complex than the president and his aides have portrayed.

by Nick Miroff, Jonathan Lemire




After the firebomb attack in Colorado that injured 12 people on Sunday, President Donald Trump blamed his predecessor's "ridiculous Open Border Policy" for allowing the entry of Mohamed Sabry Soliman, the Egyptian national now charged with a federal hate crime. White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller denounced "suicidal" U.S. immigration policies, and Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem announced that Soliman's wife and five children had been taken into immigration custody and would be swiftly deported.

The attack, for Trump and his top aides, quickly became an opportunity to convert an act of anti-Semitic violence into a justification for the president's mass-deportation campaign; they depicted the incident as another example of American lives threatened by permissive immigration policies. But the reality of Soliman's arrival to the United States and his immigration status--based on what has been publicly revealed by the administration so far--isn't as straightforward as Trump officials have made it sound.

The administration's labeling of Soliman as an "illegal alien" is a mischaracterization of the gray area he inhabited in the U.S. asylum system, in which applicants can spend years in legal limbo waiting for their case to be decided. He arrived in 2022 not over the southern border, as Trump suggested, but on a visa that was also widely given out to Egyptian nationals during Trump's first term. The administration has not said what exactly it believes the Biden administration failed to catch in vetting Soliman's visa application.

Trump cited the Colorado attack yesterday when he announced a ban on travelers from 12 countries--a list that did not include Egypt. "The recent terror attack in Boulder, Colorado, has underscored the extreme dangers posed to our country by the entry of foreign nationals who are not properly vetted, as well as those who come here as temporary visitors and overstay their visas," Trump said in a video message. "We don't want them."

Bruce Hoffman: The Boulder attack didn't come out of nowhere

Months before the Boulder attack, Trump had already ordered U.S. consulates to intensify screening of visa applicants, including scouring their social-media accounts, for evidence of anti-Semitism and "anti-American" beliefs or opinions, citing the threat of acts like the one Soliman is accused of committing against a group of demonstrators marching in support of Israeli hostages.

Whether Soliman arrived with hateful views or adopted them during his time in the United States will be part of the investigation. After he was taken into custody--shirtless, ranting, and reeking of gasoline--Soliman told FBI agents that he'd been wanting to carry out the attack for a year but waited until his daughter graduated high school.

Soliman, 45, entered the United States on a B-2 visa--typically for tourism or family visits--then promptly applied for asylum with his wife and children, according to the Department of Homeland Security. With a pending claim in U.S. immigration court, Soliman received U.S. work authorization, joining millions of others who entered the United States during the record migration influx of President Joe Biden's first three years in office. (Camilo Montoya-Galvez of CBS News reported on Tuesday that the Trump administration is now considering blocking asylum seekers from getting work permits.)

The number of visitor visas issued by the State Department at the time was still low relative to pre-pandemic levels and building back up from its nadir in 2021. The United States issued 52,400 nonimmigrant visas to Egyptian nationals during the 2022 fiscal year, government records show, fewer than the roughly 62,000 a year granted during the pre-pandemic years of Trump's first term.

The year Soliman arrived, it was relatively easy for Egyptian applicants to secure a visitor visa. About 23 percent of Egyptian applications for nonimmigration B visas were rejected in 2022, lower than the roughly 32 to 34 percent average during the pre-pandemic years of Trump's term. That changed over the course of Biden's term, and by the 2024 fiscal year, the rejection rate for Egyptian applications was 40 percent.

When a foreign visitor arrives with a short-term visa such as the B-2 and fails to depart, the State Department counts it as an overstay. The overstay rate for Egyptians has been about 2 to 4 percent annually, State Department records show. That rate jumped to 8 percent in 2022, the year Soliman arrived--amid a broader surge in visa overstays that year--then returned to 4 percent in 2023.

Noem ordered an "urgent crackdown" yesterday on overstays of visas issued during the Biden administration, declaring in a statement that this was an effort to remove "the rest of the world's terrorist sympathizers."

Soliman and his family lived in Kuwait for 17 years prior to his arrival, and it's not clear whether he applied for a visa as an Egyptian or a Kuwaiti. Kuwait is a far more prosperous and stable country than Egypt, and the overstay rate for Kuwaiti nationals is only about 1 percent. DHS officials did not respond to questions seeking additional information about Soliman's immigration record.

Soliman's work-authorization document expired in March, according to DHS, and it's not clear why he failed to renew it. The lapse meant that it would have been illegal for Soliman to work, but the change would not have affected his immigration status, which was tied to his pending asylum claim and not to the work document, according to Paul Hunker, the former lead counsel for ICE in Dallas.

Hunker told us that someone like Soliman, with a pending asylum claim, would not have been a priority for ICE during previous administrations, including Trump's first term, absent a separate criminal arrest. "ICE could try to deport the person, but they could go to immigration court and assert protection, and a judge would make the decision," Hunker said.

Hunker added that it is unusual for ICE to arrest an offender's spouse and children in response to a crime and to threaten immediate deportation. The agency cannot use its fast-track deportation authority known as "expedited removal" to remove those who entered the United States with a visa, he said. DHS did not respond to questions about its plans to deport Soliman's wife and children.

The October 7, 2023, terrorist attack by Hamas--and the devastation of Gaza by the Israeli response--occurred after Soliman had reached the United States and sought asylum.

Since then, Jewish Americans have faced a surge of anti-Semitic rhetoric and a recent series of violent attacks.

Prosecutors have not said whether they've found social-media posts by Soliman threatening violence, and investigators say that he was not on the radar of local police. On Sunday, Soliman disguised himself as a gardener to approach his victims, they said, and had fashioned crude firebombs using glass jars and garden tools that included a pump sprayer filled with gasoline.

As Trump and his aides assessed what to say and do after the Boulder attack, they decided to use the incident to push the administration's case for an aggressive mass-deportation campaign, White House officials told us. In recent weeks, Trump's poll numbers on immigration--arguably his signature issue--have slipped, as courts blocked some of his policies and many Americans deemed his administration's in-your-face tactics, including sending migrants to a hellish megaprison in El Salvador, too extreme.

Trump has been frustrated that deportations are not on pace to set records, as he'd promised. Miller, the architect of his immigration crackdown, has ordered ICE to increase arrests more than fourfold, to a minimum of 3,000 people a day.

Read: We're about to find out what mass deportation really looks like

Trump was updated on the Colorado attack in real time, much like he was on two other high-profile recent incidents of anti-Semitic violence, according to two White House officials. But his public reaction was strikingly different when the alleged perpetrator was an immigrant.

Shortly after the shooting of the two Israeli-embassy staffers near the Capital Jewish Museum last month, Trump took to Truth Social to extend condolences to the victims' families and condemn the attack, writing, "These horrible D.C. killings, based obviously on antisemitism, must end, NOW! Hatred and Radicalism have no place in the USA."

A month before that, after an arson attack at the Pennsylvania governor's mansion on the first night of Passover, Trump's response was delayed and muted. He made no Truth Social post, waited a week to call Governor Josh Shapiro--a Democrat angling to be one of the party's leading Trump critics---and dismissed the suspect as "probably just a whack job" without assigning any sort of blame. That response was not atypical for Trump, who has been slow to denounce political violence against Democrats (such as the attack on Nancy Pelosi's husband, an assault that Trump later turned into a punch line at his rallies) or committed in his name (the January 6 insurrection).

After the Colorado incident, he waited until the following morning to post on Truth Social and, instead of focusing on the apparent anti-Semitism behind the attack, opted to return to his favorite political hobbyhorse, immigration. The choice was revealing: Throughout his political career, Trump has cited the dangers posed by migrants to argue for closed borders and hard-line policies.

Juliette Kayyem: The deadly virus of anti-Semitic terrorism

A White House official and an outside political adviser told us that Trump is not concerned about being criticized for not showing sufficient sympathy for fearful Jewish Americans. He believes that he has already proved his strong support of Israel, even though cracks in his relationship with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu have grown evident in recent months.

They claim that Trump has the political winds at his back again; his poll numbers are recovering from their trade-war-driven decline and Republicans in the House of Representatives have passed a sweeping budget bill.

With Soliman's family in custody on Tuesday evening, the White House posted on X: "Six One-Way Tickets for Mohamed's Wife and Five Kids. Final Boarding Call Coming Soon."

Yesterday, in Colorado, U.S. District Judge Gordon P. Gallagher blocked the Trump administration from immediately deporting Soliman's wife, Hayam El Gamal, and their children, ordering ICE to follow standard due process. Gallagher, a Biden appointee, has scheduled a hearing for June 13. ICE records show that El Gamal and her children are being held at a family-detention center in Dilley, Texas.
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The Trump Administration Is Spending $2 Million to Figure Out Whether DEI Causes Plane Crashes

The president may be disappointed by the findings.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker




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


When President Donald Trump blamed diversity, equity, and inclusion programs for the deadly January crash at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport, some aviation officials were appalled. Some were simply perplexed. But few officials inside the Federal Aviation Administration took the president's remarks seriously.

Not so for the political leadership of the Department of Transportation. The FAA's parent agency agreed in March to spend as much as $2.1 million on an investigation into DEI policies and their impact on recent safety incidents. To conduct that investigation, the Trump administration has turned to Alex Spiro, a former prosecutor and a prominent defense attorney who has represented Elon Musk, among other billionaires and celebrities.

I obtained the "scope of work" document for Spiro's investigation, which is marked "privileged" and "confidential" and has not been previously reported. It shows how the president's musings--his accusations, he said at the time, were based on "very strong opinions and ideas"--translate into taxpayer-funded government action. It also reveals the cost of the administration's fixation on DEI at a time when the FAA is struggling to hire and retain air-traffic controllers, linchpins of aviation safety, and when Sean Duffy, the transportation secretary, is seeking funds to overhaul the country's antiquated air-traffic-control system. Recent radar outages at Newark Liberty International Airport have caused severe flight delays and spotlighted just how deep technology and staffing problems run.

The investigation by Spiro, a partner at the elite firm Quinn Emanuel Urquhart & Sullivan, is due to conclude soon, a person familiar with the dynamics told me, speaking on the condition of anonymity because of the confidentiality of the work. Contrary to what Trump may hope, it's not expected to find that programs aimed at ensuring representation for women and people of color are responsible for this year's string of aviation disasters, including the January crash at Reagan airport, which killed 67 people and prompted Trump's tirade against DEI.

That determination, several air-traffic controllers told me, hardly required a multimillion-dollar probe. It's true that past FAA hiring practices have been controversial. A biographical questionnaire introduced in 2014 as part of an effort to increase the diversity of the applicant pool faced criticism from candidates who said they'd lost out on jobs because they didn't fit a preferred profile. It was scrapped by Congress in 2018. Even if diversity preferences influence which candidates are sent to air-traffic facilities--"unlikely," as one controller put it to me--those candidates still have to be trained and recommended for certification by their peers and monitored by a supervisor, the controller said. Controllers have little incentive to recommend someone who isn't qualified, because that person could wind up next to them, jointly responsible for keeping planes in the air. "If that person can't do the job, they aren't making it through the hiring process," this controller told me.

Another controller put it more bluntly, calling the investigation a "waste of money." The controller pointed to severe strains on the workforce following a series of disturbing incidents caused by communications breakdowns and other disruptions, which led multiple controllers to request trauma leave. He told me, "That's $2 million that could have gone toward pain-and-suffering raises for controllers."

The scope-of-work document outlines exactly what the money is buying the government. Interviews with 10 to 15 "key stakeholders" were estimated to cost as much as $150,000 ("includes preparation and documentation of findings"), statistical analysis another $100,000 ("examination of data by expert statistician"). Finally, the cost of legal analysis was expected to total up to $1,800,000, covering document and data collection and examination as well as "legal memorandum preparation."

The investigation seeks to answer several questions: what DEI policies exist, how they influence the hiring of air-traffic controllers, and whether there's a link between DEI practices and recent safety incidents. To answer these questions, the firm said it would commit a team, including four former federal prosecutors with experience conducting investigations.

The investigation could end up costing the government more than the expected $2.1 million. Spiro's outline indicates that each additional week of work, beyond the anticipated two to three weeks, is estimated to add $200,000 to $300,000 in fees. Each additional interview required for the probe will also cost $10,000 to $15,000.

In a statement, a DOT spokesperson said "there is no price on safety."

"We launched this investigation because of DEI and cheating allegations inside the air traffic control organization," the spokesperson, Nate Sizemore, added. "It's a shame that the Atlantic thinks that should be dismissed."

The scope-of-work document was addressed to Pete Meachum, the chief of staff at the Department of Transportation and a former congressional aide to Duffy. A Wisconsin Republican, Duffy left Congress in 2019 to work as a lobbyist and a Fox Business co-host. Duffy was confirmed as Trump's transportation secretary on January 28. A day later, he signed what the department called a "Woke Rescission" memo, directing various offices to "identify and eliminate all Biden-era programs, policies, activities, rules, and orders that promote climate change activism, Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) initiatives, racial equity, gender identity policies, environmental justice, and other partisan objectives." That was the same day that American Airlines Flight 5342 collided with a U.S. Army helicopter near Reagan airport. Trump promptly blamed past Democratic presidents for the crash, suggesting that they had lowered standards for key aviation roles. "We must have only the highest standards for those who work in our aviation system," he said.

In a Fox interview following the crash, Duffy seemed to endorse the president's comments about DEI, saying, "You can't focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion when you try to hire air-traffic controllers. You focus on the best and the brightest."

A shortage of controllers means that the best and the brightest have been working long hours under stressful conditions, made worse by the departure of hundreds of FAA employees in crucial support roles who have accepted the government's offer of early retirement. Duffy told Congress last month that his department "can do more with less," suggesting that savings from staff reductions could be used to fund overdue infrastructure upgrades. And apparently investigations into DEI, as well.
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The GOP's New Medicaid Denialism

Unable to defend their health-care cuts on the merits, congressional Republicans have pivoted to magical thinking.

by Jonathan Chait




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


Congressional Republicans claim to have achieved something truly miraculous. Their One Big Beautiful Bill Act, they argue, would cut nearly $800 billion from Medicaid spending over 10 years without causing any Americans to lose health care--or, at least, without making anyone who loses health care worse off.

The Congressional Budget Office estimates that, by imposing Medicaid work requirements, the bill would eventually increase the uninsured population by at least 8.6 million. At first, Republican officials tried to defend this outcome on the grounds that it would affect only lazy people who refuse to work. This is clearly untrue, however. As voluminous research literature shows, work requirements achieve savings by implementing burdensome paperwork obligations that mostly take Medicaid from eligible beneficiaries, not 25-year-old guys who prefer playing video games to getting a job.

Perhaps for that reason, some Republicans in Washington are now making even more audacious claims. On CNN over the weekend, Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought insisted that "no one will lose coverage as a result of this bill." Likewise, Joni Ernst, a Republican senator from Iowa, recently told voters at a town hall, "Everyone says that Medicaid is being cut, people are going to see their benefits cut; that's not true." After one attendee shouted, "People will die," Ernst replied, "We all are going to die," and later doubled down on her comment on social media, attempting to equate concern that Medicaid cuts could harm people with believing in the tooth fairy.

Officials such as Vought and Ernst have not provided a detailed explanation of their blithe assurances. But there is one center of conservative thought that has attempted to defend these claims: the Wall Street Journal editorial page. Last week, it published an editorial headlined "The Medicaid Scare Campaign." The thesis is that the Medicaid cuts would "improve healthcare by expanding private insurance options, which provide better access and health outcomes than Medicaid."

This would be, as they say, huge if true: The GOP has found a way to give low-income Americans better health care while saving hundreds of billions in taxpayer money. The timing is even more remarkable, given that this wondrous solution has come along at precisely the moment when congressional Republicans are desperate for budget savings to partially offset the costs of a regressive and fiscally irresponsible tax cut.

Sadly, a close reading of The Wall Street Journal's editorial reveals that no such miracle is in the offing. Instead, the argument relies on a series of misunderstandings and non sequiturs to obscure the obvious fact that cutting Medicaid would make poor people sicker and more likely to die.

Jonathan Chait: The cynical Republican plan to cut Medicaid

The editorial begins by acknowledging a recent study's conclusion that Medicaid expansion under the Affordable Care Act reduced mortality by 2.5 percent among low-income American adults. This would imply that taking Medicaid away from people would cause many of them to die. Not so fast, the editorial insists: "The 2.5% difference in mortality for low-income adults between the expansion and non-expansion states wasn't statistically significant when disabled adults were included."

The implication is that the lifesaving effect of the Medicaid expansion disappears if you include disabled adults. In fact, Bruce Meyer, a University of Chicago economist and a co-author of the study, told me that the reason the study excluded disabled adults is that they were already eligible for public health insurance before the expansion. The way to measure the effect of a change is to focus on the population that was treated to the change. So either the Wall Street Journal editorial board is misleading its audience intentionally or it does not understand statistics. (Decades of Journal editorials provide ample grounds for both explanations.)

The editorial then suggests that Obamacare has not overcome other social factors that are causing people to die: "What's clear is that the ObamaCare expansion hasn't reduced deaths among lower-income, able-bodied adults. U.S. life expectancy remains about the same as it was in 2014 owing largely to increased deaths among such adults from drug overdoses and chronic diseases."

This passage, like the previous one, is intended to sound like a claim that giving people access to medical care does not reduce their likelihood of suffering a premature death. But that is not really what it's saying. The editorial is merely noting that the drug epidemic and other factors worked against the effects of the Medicaid expansion. Presumably, if the government had started throwing people off their health insurance at the same time that the drug-overdose epidemic was surging, then life expectancy would have gotten even worse.

The article goes on to explain that Medicaid reimburses doctors and hospitals at a lower rate than private insurance does. That is absolutely correct: In the United States, Medicaid is the cheapest existing way to give people access to medical care. The editorial laments that Medicaid recipients have worse outcomes than people on private insurance do. But the Republican plan isn't to put Medicaid recipients on private insurance, which would cost money. The plan is to take away even their extremely cheap insurance and leave them with nothing. (Well, not nothing: The editorial notes that the bill would double "the health-savings account contribution limit to $17,100 from $8,550 for families earning up to $150,000." For reference, in most states, a four-person household must earn less than $45,000 a year to be eligible for Medicaid.)

Finally, the editorial asserts, "The GOP bill is unlikely to cause many Americans to lose Medicaid coverage." Here is where I would analyze the editorial's support for this remarkable claim, but there is none. The sentence just floats by itself in a sea of text that bears no relationship to it.

Indeed, the editorial doesn't even attempt to explain why the official Congressional Budget Office estimate is dramatically wrong. Nor does it engage with the mountain of evidence showing that people who obtain Medicaid coverage tend, naturally enough, to be better off as a result. The near-universal belief that being able to see a doctor and buy medicine makes you healthier is the kind of presumption that would take extraordinary evidence to refute. The Wall Street Journal editorial offers none at all.

Advocates of the House bill have cultivated an aura of condescension toward anybody who states its plain implications. But even the most detailed attempt to substantiate their position consists entirely of deflections and half-truths. If this is the best case that can be made for worrying about the GOP's plan for Medicaid, then Americans should be worried indeed.
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Feudalism Is Our Future

What the next Dark Ages could look like

by Cullen Murphy




Judging from news accounts and interviews, numerous people in and around the Trump administration are beguiled by imperial Rome. They see themselves as interpreters of its lessons--beware immigration; uphold masculinity; make babies--and inheritors of its majesty. A banner at this year's Conservative Political Action Conference, in Washington, D.C., depicted Donald Trump in Augustan profile, his brow garlanded with laurel leaves. Elon Musk styles himself "Imperator of Mars" and has named one of his many children Romulus. Steve Bannon keeps a bust of Julius Caesar in his Capitol Hill office.

Two decades ago, when maga was just a Latin word for "enchantress," I wrote a book about ancient Rome and modern America. The book didn't touch on masculinity or the birth rate, and it didn't try to explain the fall of Rome; the idea was just to sift through the story of a past society for clues to the one we live in now. Researching a bygone empire brought me into contact with prominent scholars who generously gave me their time. One man I think about often is the late Ramsay MacMullen, a historian at Yale and the author of the classic 1988 study Corruption and the Decline of Rome--a book whose lessons retain their grip.





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



MacMullen was nearing 80 when I met him, still an active outdoorsman, and at the time considered the greatest living historian of the Roman empire, an honorific bestowed by the American Historical Association. We got together initially for lunch in New Haven, Connecticut, and afterward kept up by phone and email. I already knew him as a jaunty writer, spelunking among funerary inscriptions and papyrus fragments and bits of ancient poetry. In person, his short, tousled white hair complemented the way he spoke: confident, casual, polydirectional. At lunch, MacMullen brought up a wide range of topics--perhaps dwelling too long on early Church councils--but again and again came back to a single theme: what happens to a polity when central control and common purpose are eroded by expediency, self-interest, and profit. This had been the subject of his book on corruption--a word, as MacMullen used it, with connotations broader than bribery and graft.

What interested him, he explained, were the mechanisms that kept the Roman empire functioning, and how grit worked its way inexorably into the cogs. Rome never had an administrative state as developed as anything we know today, but when it worked, it worked pretty well. What MacMullen called a "train of power" linked authority at the center to faraway commanders and distant magistrates, to minters of coin and provisioners of ships--all the way "to a hundred cobblers in the Bay-of-Naples area, a hundred peasant owners of ox-carts in Cappadocia."

From the October 2003 issue: Cullen Murphy on medieval characteristics of the present day

And then it came undone. MacMullen described the problem: Over time, layers of divergent interests came between command and execution, causing the train of power to break. The breakage could come in the form of simple venality--somewhere along the way, someone found it profitable to ignore distant authority. Or it could occur because a public task was put into private hands, and those private hands had their own interests to protect. The military was largely farmed out to barbarian contractors--foederati, they were called--who did not always prove reliable, to put it mildly. In many places, the legal system was left to the marketplace: A bronze plaque survives from a public building in Numidia listing how much a litigant needed to pay, and to whom, to ensure that a lawsuit went forward. MacMullen had many examples of such breakage--a whole book of them.

A political scientist might use the phrase externalization of state functions to capture much of what MacMullen was looking at. A more familiar term would be privatization, the word MacMullen himself used. By the early 2000s, after two decades of deregulation and denationalization, the term had gained wide currency in a different context: to describe the path taken by governments in the West, notably the United States and Great Britain, as ever larger chunks of public responsibility--for security, finances, education, infrastructure, data--were lopped off and put into private hands. Independent fiefdoms were coming to life everywhere. I had written about this process, and it became a big part of my book.

I found myself returning to Corruption and the Decline of Rome in the early days of the current Trump administration, and wondering how MacMullen would have reacted to the rapid dismantling of government agencies and the mass firing of government workers. More and more public functions are now likely to be outsourced. Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth has been pushing for years to privatize health care for veterans. Another administration official, Mehmet Oz, has argued for privatizing Medicare--a program he now oversees. The administration has shown interest in taking apart the National Weather Service and spinning off some of its functions. It is looking into fully privatizing Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, which underpin the nation's mortgage industry.

The president has floated the idea of privatizing the United States Postal Service. On his first day in office, he issued an executive order allowing the Justice Department to again send inmates to prisons run by private companies, reversing the Biden administration's policy. He has promised to deport millions of undocumented people, and elements of that effort are also being privatized. Politico reported this spring that investors led by Erik Prince, the founder of the mercenary group once known as Blackwater, had sent a proposal to the White House arguing for the creation of a private military entity to set up "processing camps" and conduct roundups, possibly with the help of private citizens deputized to make arrests. The administration has as yet said nothing about that idea, but it did award a $151 million contract to the charter company CSI Aviation to operate deportation flights--an opportunity "too valuable not to pursue," according to an executive of one of CSI's subcarriers.

Adam Serwer: The new dark age

MacMullen died three years ago, so I can't ask him about any of this. I do remember two questions I posed when we met. The first I had thought almost preposterous: Could he summarize the evolution of imperial Rome in a single sentence? He said he could do it in three words: "Fewer have more."

The second question was about privatization, and where it leads. MacMullen was too careful a scholar to venture any grand pronouncement. There is no "must" in history, he explained. He could speculate only about how certain processes had played out in ancient Rome. That said, he liked comparing cultures and time periods (he later sent me a paper he'd written on corruption in Rome, India, and China in three different eras), and he liked to explore ideas. He thought about my question, then bounced it back: "Are you thinking about the Middle Ages?" he asked. "Or are you thinking about right now?"

The Middle Ages and I had a deal, or so I thought. For my part, I gave them sincere respect (the rise of universities, the revival of philosophy, the invention of eyeglasses) and romantic admiration (the mossy arches, the mottled stained glass, the wafting aroma of spit-roasted boar). I studied medieval history in college and for many years collaborated with my father on Prince Valiant, a comic strip set in the Middle Ages. Dank masonry and a roaring fire still bring a feeling of peace.

From the February 1994 issue: Cullen Murphy on Prince Valiant's England

In return for my love, the Middle Ages were supposed to stay where they were. But they have not. With the accelerating advance of privatization, they seem to be moving our way in the form of something that resembles feudalism. Medievalists argue over what that word really means, parsing it with contentious refinement. Was it even understood at the time? Stripped bare, though, the idea is simple enough.

In Europe, as imperial power receded, a new system of organization took hold, one in which power, governance, law, security, rights, and wealth were decentralized and held in private hands. Those who possessed this private power were linked to one another, from highest to lowest, in tiers of vassalage. The people above also had obligations to the people below--administering justice, providing protection. Think of the system, perhaps, as a nesting doll of oligarchs presiding over a great mass of people who subsisted as villeins and serfs.

The idea of governments as public ventures with a public purpose and some degree of public voice--what the Mayflower Compact called a "civill Body Politick"--took a long time to claw its way back into existence. Most people in the developed world have been living in a civill Body Politick, or something that aspires to be one, for several centuries. I won't overstate how successful this experiment has been, but it's the reason we have police forces rather than vigilantes, and safety nets rather than alms thrown haphazardly from horseback by men in tights.

In the 1980s and '90s, privatization started gaining traction again, and it had plenty of help. Anti-government sentiment created opportunities, and entrepreneurs seized them. Privatization was also pushed by policy makers who saw outsourcing as inherently more efficient. And besides, the public sector can't do everything. Case by case, privatization of this or that may well make sense. The problem comes in the sheer accumulation. In the U.S., even before Trump took office a second time, there were roughly twice as many people employed by private contractors to do the federal government's business as there were federal employees.

As the pace of privatization picked up in the 21st century, the idea of "neo-feudalism" or "techno-feudalism" began to interest scholars and theorists--Joel Kotkin, Jodi Dean, Robert Kuttner, and Yanis Varoufakis, among others. Most of the scholars are profoundly wary: They foresee an erosion of transparency, a disregard for individual rights, and a concentration of power among an ever smaller group of wealthy barons, even as the bulk of the population is relegated to service jobs that amount to a modern form of serfdom. For their part, theorists on the techno-libertarian or neo-reactionary fringe, observing from egg chairs in the Sky Lounge, see all these same things, and can't wait.

The meaning and consequences of privatization may be up for debate, but the phenomenon itself can't be argued away. To run through a few examples:

Holding a monopoly on control of the money supply was once a hallmark of public power. In the span of a decade, private cryptocurrencies have undermined that control while at the same time enabling a wide range of illicit activities. Cryptocurrencies are hard to regulate even when there's a will, which there often isn't. In the U.S., Trump and his family are heavily involved in the crypto business. In April, the president announced that he would invite the top 220 investors in his $TRUMP meme coin to a private dinner; the value of the meme coin rose within hours by 60 percent.

A monopoly on the legitimate use of force--replacing the knights and pikemen of sundry vassals with professional standing armies--was another traditional hallmark of public power. Donald Rumsfeld famously observed that "you go to war with the army you have," but another option today is "the army you rent." Globe-spanning private military companies such as the Wagner Group and Triple Canopy recall the roving mercenary Landsknechte of yore. The world is awash with mustered-out veterans of recent wars. Governments and corporations alike often want kinetic solutions without legal oversight. ("Like medieval mercenaries," a 2019 report from National Defense University observes, today's freelance personnel "can prove overly brutal when executing contracts.") From 2007 to 2012, the U.S. alone spent $160 billion on private security contractors. Growing up alongside them--an industry even larger in size--are the private intelligence-gathering companies, such as Palantir, on which the U.S. spends a significant portion of its intelligence budget. The very name Palantir seems to harken back, via Tolkien, to a feudal world.

Public police forces with a mission to protect everyone are largely a 19th-century invention. But police forces are shrinking. In the U.S., anyone with money and a need now hires private security guards, who outnumber police officers by a ratio of 2 to 1. Among companies based in the U.S., the third-largest global employer--after Amazon and Walmart--is a private security firm, Allied Universal. Private guards patrol small towns and swaths of entire cities. A consortium of hundreds of businesses in Portland, Oregon, hired a company named Echelon Protective Services to secure their downtown precinct, day and night. During the fires that devastated Los Angeles in January, the wealthiest residents of Brentwood called in the secretive security firm Covered 6 to protect their homes from looting. As for personal protection, the market has no ceiling. Mark Zuckerberg's reported annual budget for personal security is $23 million, five times more than the pope pays for the Swiss Guards.

As in medieval times, the affluent withdraw behind barriers. If it were built today, Windsor Castle would be described in the sales prospectus as a "privately governed residential community." In the 1990s, when the economist Robert Reich began writing about "the secession of the successful," some 3 million American housing units were lodged inside gated communities, which protected a population of about 8 million. Today, gated communities encompass 14 million housing units. On its website, a real-estate company in Florida earlier this year asked readers, "Is a Moat Right for You?" It was an April Fools' joke, but not a very good one, because modern moated residences already exist. Perhaps the most exclusive gated community in the world is actually an island--Indian Creek Village, in Biscayne Bay, Florida, with 89 residents (including Jeff Bezos, Ivanka Trump, and Jared Kushner) and a perimeter-security radar system designed by the Israeli company Magos. Officers in speedboats intercept anyone venturing too close.

Privatization has also upended the law. One example from an ambitious survey by Robert Kuttner and Katherine V. W. Stone in The American Prospect : the growing use of compulsory arbitration, written by corporations into private contracts, as a way of settling consumer and employment disputes. The public court system is clogged. Arbitration--the "outsourcing of jurisprudence," as the authors call it--creates a parallel private system, one in which efficiency may be more highly valued than public oversight or due process.

Oversight more broadly--of the environment, food, drugs, finance--has been drifting for decades into the hands of those being overseen. In their 2021 book, The Privatization of Everything, Donald Cohen and Allen Mikaelian documented the loss of public control over water, roads, welfare, parks, and much else. The deliberate dismantling of government in America in recent months, and its replacement with something built on privatized power and networks of personal allegiance, accelerates what was long under way. Its spirit was captured decades ago in a maxim of Ronald Reagan's economic adviser Murray Weidenbaum: "Don't just stand there-- undo something!"

One of the most watched television programs in the U.K. last year was the ITV series Mr Bates vs the Post Office, a dramatized version of events that took place starting decades ago. Britain's postal system, once overseen directly by a government minister, became a (government-owned) statutory corporation in 1970. In time, parts of it were spun off--since the days of Margaret Thatcher, the nation has pursued privatization more aggressively than most other countries--and the legal and oversight structure was subjected to continual tinkering. In a deal originating as a "public-private partnership" arrangement, the Post Office in the late 1990s computerized its accounting and other operations; the system was supplied by a U.K. company that was then acquired by the technology giant Fujitsu. Glitches in the software soon resulted in hundreds of rural postmasters being falsely accused of theft and summarily fired. Several went to prison. A number committed suicide. Fujitsu has acknowledged the errors; it does not accept blame for the entire cascade of injustice. Inside the Post Office, corporate opacity and dispersed responsibility made concealment easy and accountability hard. Without investigative reporting by the trade publication Computer Weekly--and, of course, the TV series--there might have been no accountability at all.

In the end, the head of the Post Office suffered an ironically feudal fate: Formerly a Commander of the Order of the British Empire, she had her CBE status revoked by King Charles III. And Mr. Bates, the local postmaster who organized resistance by the subpostmasters, was knighted.

Mr Bates vs the Post Office enjoyed great storytelling advantages--a gnomish hero, angry villagers, and all that verdant countryside. But grit working its way into the cogs of government is rarely cinematic or even in public view. The consequences may reveal themselves slowly, and often come down to the fine print. In 2008, desperate for cash, Chicago privatized its parking meters, selling off the rights to all the revenue for 75 years to a group of investors led by Morgan Stanley. A "true-up" provision in the contract requires the city to compensate investors for lost revenue when meters are taken out of service--a provision that weighs on decision making whenever the city considers projects that would eliminate meters or favor mass transit over cars. The rights to operate toll highways have been sold off by some jurisdictions to private companies, including foreign ones. The fine print in the contracts often prevents improvements to adjacent roads on the grounds that such enhancement would create undue competition. Private prisons generally put a quota clause into their agreements. States and municipalities may be hoping, as a matter of policy, to reduce their prison populations, but the beds in private prisons must be filled regardless.

Evoking the train of power that enables effective government, MacMullen wrote: "At every point of connection the original intent must be transmitted as it was received. Otherwise it will come to nothing." Control and accountability are the bedrock. Control: Who makes the decisions and who decides whether they will be executed--and for whose benefit? Accountability: Who determines whether something has gone wrong, and who determines whether the problem is fixed? In a privatized world, government becomes "diffuse, unstable, unpredictable," and the skein of responsibility more and more attenuated. Contractors hire subcontractors, who hire subcontractors of their own. "I can't tell you about the sub to the sub to the sub," a NATO official told The New York Times in 2010 when asked about convoy guards in Afghanistan who turned out to be in league with the Taliban. Throughout much of our spun-off government today, "the sub to the sub to the sub" is almost a job description.

Is feudalism our future? There is no "must" in history, and the present is as much a riddle as anything that lies ahead. A privatized world may be a temporary aberration, a new stage of development, or just the default setting of human society. Our own era doesn't have a name yet, and it won't be up to us to give it one. From the perspective of some far-distant vantage point, the age we inhabit may even come to seem "Middle." With contentious refinement, historians will parse what "privatization" might have meant, and wonder whether we understood it at the time.



This article appears in the July 2025 print edition with the headline "Feudalism Is Our Future."
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The No. 1 Rule for Understanding Trump

A lot happens under this administration, but a lot un-happens, too.

by Derek Thompson




A useful one-sentence guide to the second Trump administration might go something like this: A lot happens under Donald Trump, but a lot un-happens, too.

In the past four months, President Trump has announced tariffs on Canada, paused tariffs on Canada, restarted tariffs on Canada, ruled out tariffs on certain Canadian goods, and then ruled in, and even raised, tariffs on Canadian steel and aluminum.

And that's just for starters. On April 2, so-called Liberation Day, Trump announced a broader set of tariffs on almost every country in the world. Soon after, the plan was half-suspended. Then Trump announced a new set of elevated tariffs on China, from which he backtracked as well. Next the courts, as often happens, took over the job of erasing the president's previously announced policies. Last week, a trade court struck down the president's entire Liberation Day tariff regime as unconstitutional, only for a federal circuit court to reinstate the tariffs shortly thereafter. Now a higher court has the opportunity to do the funniest thing: undo the undoing of the undoing of the tariffs, which have been in a permanent state of being undone ever since they were created.

Got all that? No, you most certainly do not, and neither does anybody else. Economists and corporate executives I've interviewed to understand future tariff policy have communicated to me a combination of confusion, fury, and resignation. Commentators have noticed the chaos too, of course. Observing how frequently Trump seems to back out of his own brinkmanship, the Financial Times columnist Robert Armstrong memorably deemed this trend TACO, or "Trump Always Chickens Out."

David A. Graham: The TACO presidency

Un-happening doesn't affect just trade and economic policy. In the realm of foreign policy, the Trump administration paused intelligence sharing with Ukraine after the ignominious on-camera spat between Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky and Vice President J. D. Vance. Trump went further, claiming that Ukraine had started the war and that Zelensky was a dictator--raising the prospect that the administration was on the verge of explicitly aligning with Russia. Days later, the administration reversed course and resumed intelligence sharing and security assistance. Trump has since attacked Russian President Vladimir Putin for being "absolutely CRAZY!"

Un-happening also affects media, immigration, science, and education policy. Judges have ruled that the administration improperly froze grant money, inappropriately blocked the Associated Press from the White House press pool, and illegally sought to place sanctions on law firms that have done work, or employed lawyers, that Trump found unsuitable. On immigration, judges have blocked several of the administration's measures, including its invocation of the Alien Enemies Act to remove migrants and its attempt to bar Harvard's international students. Federal judges have blocked so much of the Trump agenda that White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller has described the constitutional balance of power as a form of "judicial tyranny." "I know this is inflammatory," Vance said in an interview with The New York Times, "but I think you are seeing an effort by the courts to quite literally overturn the will of the American people."

The administration's claims to monarchical power are a real threat to America's constitutional order. But its executive orders and policy feints are so haphazard and poorly articulated that they amount to a kind of autocratic takeover written in smudge-able crayon: terrifying, cartoonish, and vulnerable to erasure, all at once.

J. Michael Luttig: The end of rule of law in America

This is not to say that Americans should ignore Trump's efforts to make confetti of the Constitution. Rather, when evaluating any one Trump policy, one has to keep front of mind the possibility that it simply won't exist by the end of the week. Despite an energetic effort by some right-wing intellectuals to make Trump out to be some kind of 14-dimensional-chess player, his approach doesn't resemble chess so much as a denial-of-service attack on a functioning government.

All this un-happening shows both the upside and the downside of Trump's political instincts. The president's slippery relationship to his own policy agenda can serve as a kind of superpower, as Ross Douthat wrote in The New York Times. The TACO reputation is "crucial to Trump's political resilience," because "the willingness to swerve and backpedal and contradict himself is a big part of what keeps the president viable." The constant backtracking gives Trump the ability to both bend the Constitution to its breaking point and always step back to claim that "anything extreme is also provisional," Douthat wrote. Indeed, Trump's approval rating for trade has rebounded since its Liberation Day implosion, according to several polls.

Questions of popularity aside, however, businesses tend to prefer certainty over promises and threats that keep disappearing. At some point, Trump's pledge to reinvigorate American industry and energy will require fat investments in factories and supply chains. Multi-hundred-million-dollar investments require clear expectations of financial return. Those aren't going to happen in a world where each policy idea boasts a half-life of 48 hours. Steve Bannon coined one of the most famous Trump-world truisms when he revealed MAGA's media strategy to "flood the zone with shit." Far stranger, however, is the administration's insistence on flooding the policy zone with Schrodinger's cats--executive orders and Truth Social posts that exist in a liminal state among existence, nonexistence, and imminent radioactive decay.

The substantive problem with the MAGA agenda isn't just that too much is happening for any median voter to follow; it's that too much is un-happening for employers, investors, and consumers to know what the hell to do about it.
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The Secret History of Trump's Private Cellphone

"Who's calling?" the president asks as he answers call after call from numbers he doesn't know.

by Ashley Parker, Michael Scherer




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


Just before Election Day, a disturbing piece of information made its way to Donald Trump. Whenever he takes or makes calls on his personal cellphone, Trump learned, Chinese hackers could be listening and gathering intelligence.

Iranians had already hacked into his campaign's email system--which was not a problem for Trump personally, because he has never liked putting things in writing--and the Chinese had breached the emails of the Republican National Committee. But now the hackers had compromised the backbone of U.S. telecommunications networks, according to federal officials who publicly described the intrusion on October 25, which allowed them to eavesdrop on calls involving Trump; his running mate, J. D. Vance; and other political figures.

Some in the campaign took immediate action, abandoning longtime numbers, experimenting with burner phones, or switching to end-to-end encrypted applications, such as Signal, for voice calls so they would not route through central switching hubs.

But Trump appeared unperturbed by the news, two people familiar with the episode told us, on the condition of anonymity so they could speak frankly. For more than a decade, the once and future president had been warned of the enormous risks he took--as perhaps the top global target of foreign intelligence services--by using a personal iPhone with a broadly circulated number to keep in touch with dozens of friends and colleagues. His phone was a lifeline, though. He wasn't going to give it up.

Days later, when he won the presidency for the second time, his phone lit up, just as it had eight years earlier on Election Night 2016. "You won't believe it," Trump marveled in early-morning phone calls after the race was decided last year, according to an adviser. "I've already had 20 world leaders call me. They all want to kiss my ass."

From the June 2025 Issue: 'I run the country and the world'

A little more than four months into his second term, the president's personal cellphone has become, in many ways, the most pivotal technological device in the federal government, directly linking Trump to the outside world. Lawmakers, friends, family members, corporate titans, celebrities, world leaders, and journalists regularly call it, knowing that, unminded by aides, Trump remains open to picking up the phone, even when he does not recognize the number.

"Who's calling?" Trump asked when he answered our call one morning in late March from the country club he owns in Bedminster, New Jersey. (It was a fair question; it could have been almost anyone.)

The draw of the phone is simple: Trump likes to call people. He likes to be called. Unknown numbers come with a thrill akin to putting a coin in a gumball machine and waiting to see which flavor rolls out. Surrendering the phone would be inconvenient, limiting, and so he keeps it. As for any efforts to control him and his cellphone use, "I think people gave up on that years ago," one adviser told us, adding that "probably a ton" of people have Trump's personal number. A second ally estimated the number to be "well over 100."

Several aides told us Trump has two different devices, and at least one aide said they have seen him with three. (One of the phones, some aides suggested, is mainly devoted to his social-media use.) The lock screen of one, captured by a Reuters photographer Friday night, shows an image of Trump's own face, stern and commanding, with a finger pointing directly at the camera.

Trump has, at times, changed numbers; at least one number that he regularly answered as a presidential candidate in 2016 stopped working sometime during his first term. And another aide told us that Trump's phone had been given additional security features, though it is not clear what defense these would have offered against the Chinese hack, which targeted the back-end systems of telecom providers. "He is not walking around with a run-of-the-mill iPhone off the shelf," an adviser told us. The White House declined to explain more. "We will not discuss or disclose security measures regarding the President, especially to The Atlantic," White House Communications Director Steven Cheung told us in an emailed statement. Trump's obsession with keeping his personal phone is merely evidence that he is easy to reach and therefore "the most transparent and accessible President in American history," Cheung added.

Read: Trump's cosplay cabinet

Still, Ben Rhodes, President Barack Obama's former speechwriter and deputy national security adviser, told us that "it's an obvious massive risk--especially given what we know about Chinese penetration of phones in recent years." Hacking is hardly the only concern. Joel Brenner, a senior research fellow at MIT's Center for International Studies and former head of U.S. counterintelligence, pointed us to a recent Wall Street Journal scoop by Josh Dawsey that authorities are investigating an unknown individual impersonating White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles in calls and texts. Security protocols--at times cumbersome--exist for a reason, he said, and Trump taking a call from a foreign leader without the proper preparation or staff present poses real dangers. "We run the risk of interception, we run the risk of impersonation, and we run the risk of being unprepared," Brenner told us.

What the president is doing is "terribly dangerous," he said, citing the possibility of Trump making major deals or concessions with other world leaders that his staff may be unaware of, leaving them to scramble.

But Trump treats his direct line to the world as an enhancement of--not a risk to--his presidency. "I've been on the phone with him before, and he's just said, 'I've got to go. I have someone from another country calling,'" an outside adviser told us. "He doesn't even know which country. He just sees the number and thinks, This might be a foreign leader I want to talk to."

The first time Trump's team truly understood he would have a different relationship with his cellphone than did presidents past was Election Night 2016, the eve of his improbable victory. "He was answering every phone call," the outside adviser marveled to us, nearly a decade later, noting that none of the numbers was in Trump's contacts. "He just answers the phone. He doesn't want to miss phone calls."

Presidents have long loved their phones. Rutherford B. Hayes was the first president to install a telephone at the White House, in 1877, and Herbert Hoover was the first to put a line in the Oval Office, in 1929. But Obama stands out in recent memory as the president most obstinate about wanting to bring a personal smartphone into the White House. Obama, famously addicted to his BlackBerry, argued to keep his after his 2008 victory and ultimately prevailed, albeit in a hard-fought compromise that involved limiting his contacts.

Only a small group of Obama's friends and top staff received his BlackBerry email address, and only after undergoing a briefing from the White House counsel's office on security concerns. His device, which included security enhancements and was approved by national-security officials, was also configured so that emails from the president could not be forwarded. Rhodes told us that Obama's BlackBerry did not have a phone number attached for incoming calls--which instead had to go through the White House switchboard to a landline.

Read: Nobody's cellphone is really that secure

For Trump, the first presidential candidate to personally harness the power of social media, his cellphone has long been his megaphone. It is as much a part of his curated image as his oversize red ties.

Trump is the ultimate Phone Guy. He wheeled and dealed in New York for decades from the landline in his Fifth Avenue office, even going so far as to impersonate a fictional spokesperson, John Barron, on the phone with reporters. Many advisers and friends told us they think the phone is Trump's best medium, the president at his most persuasive. In a different world, he's just "Don from Queens," calling in to talk radio to shoot the breeze and run through his gripes, about China ripping the country off and immigrants running amok.

During his first term, Trump often used the White House switchboard to make calls and screen incoming ones, but he just as frequently did not, in part because he assumed that nearly everyone in government was part of the "deep state," career bureaucrats working against him, and he worried that they would somehow listen in on his calls. To be fair, his concern was not without merit; transcripts and details from several of his official calls with world leaders leaked to the press, and one such call, with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, ultimately led to Trump's first impeachment, after an intelligence analyst became alarmed by details of the exchange.

"His perspective was, 'I can't trust anyone on the White House staff, so I have to use my cellphone,'" a former Trump adviser told us.

Advisers tried to break his habit. John Kelly, the retired U.S. Marine Corps general who became Trump's second chief of staff in 2017, was particularly strict about operational security, several advisers, current and former, told us. Kelly repeatedly warned Trump about how vulnerable cellphones are--to hacking by the Russians and the Chinese, and also to the phones themselves being turned into listening devices by foreign or other bad actors. He and his deputies would regularly remove Trump's cellphone from the Oval Office, storing it in a padded box outside.

But Trump either didn't understand or didn't care. "He'd just reject it and say, 'It's not true,'" one of the former advisers told us. "He'd say, 'My phone is the best on the market.'"

In Trump's second term, his advisers have given up trying to restrict his phone use, though they privately admit displeasure at his practice of taking calls from journalists and others without their knowledge. "He calls people nonstop," Trump's campaign adviser Chris LaCivita said in an interview with Politico during the Republican National Convention last year. "I don't worry about it, because what are you going to do? Take his phone? Change his phone number? Tell him he can't make phone calls?"

Jeffrey Goldberg: Read The Atlantic's interview with Donald Trump

But just because Trump's aides have given up caring doesn't mean there aren't still major risks. Foreign adversaries could still gain access to Trump's private conversations--inside the Oval Office, on the golf course, in the residence. During his first term, advisers said they "certainly assumed he was always being listened to." The FBI described the 2024 Chinese attack on at least nine telecommunications companies as a "broad and significant cyber espionage campaign" that included eavesdropping on "a limited number of individuals who are primarily involved in government or political activity." In addition to Trump and Vance, senior members of Kamala Harris's campaign were also informed that they were being targeted.

Joe Biden's national-security team later explained that the Chinese hack had given foreign spies the ability to "geolocate millions of individuals, to record phone calls at will," while as many as 100 targeted phones had likely had their texts and phone calls collected.

Although there have been efforts to excise Chinese hackers from the telecommunications infrastructure and harden the systems, there is still a risk of future attacks. Before leaving office, Biden's team asked the Federal Communications Commission to begin a rule-making process to require telecommunications companies to upgrade their network security, because the voluntary industry guidelines issued by the government had failed to protect the country. Trade groups representing the wireless, telecom, and broadband industries oppose new security mandates, arguing that they would impose "onerous network-wide duties."

"It is likely that the systems may be compromised again," one cybersecurity expert who was part of the Biden review told us. This person said the vulnerability of the telecom foundation means that even White House landline phone calls could be compromised. "The White House systems use American phone lines. If the core is compromised, it doesn't matter who is on the end" of a call, this person said.

In a video posted on X in late May, the Dilbert creator Scott Adams described seeing a call from a Florida number he didn't recognize and sending it to voicemail. When he listened to the message, he heard Trump's voice: "This is your favorite president."

"I thought to myself, No, did I just send the most important person in the world to voicemail?" Adams recounted, laughing and leaning back in his chair. "And it turns out that I had. It was Trump, and he was just calling to check in." Before the call, Adams had recently shared publicly that he has "the same cancer that Joe Biden has," and that he expects to die in the coming months.

In his video, Adams explained that Trump left "a semi-lengthy little voicemail," saying that Adams could call him back on this number. "Now obviously I don't call him back, right, because that would just be ridiculous," Adams continued.

Trump's habit of leaving lengthy voicemails is by design--not just because he's a phone guy but because he relishes giving people something they can play for friends and family. "  Who doesn't like to get a voicemail message from the president of the United States?" one adviser said. When Trump finally gets ahold of someone after having left a voicemail, he will sometimes ask recipients whether they have played his voicemail for others, the person said.

Jeffrey Goldberg: The Trump administration accidentally texted me its war plans

Hours after Adams missed his call from Trump, his phone rang again, and once again a Florida number blinked onto the screen. This time, the cartoonist knew enough to answer. "No fucking way," Adams remembered thinking. "There's no way he's calling me again. And I answer it, and it's Trump. And apparently he had heard my situation, and he had lots of questions." The call ended with Trump telling Adams to just ask if he needed anything, and he would make it happen.

As accessible as Trump is, even some who have his number are reticent about using it--or are at least strategic about it. One of the advisers we talked with told us they always try to find the best moment to call. "If I call him, nine times out of 10, I've talked to somebody there and said, 'Tell me when to call,' and they've said, 'He just left dinner and just walked into the residence,'" this person told us. "And I know multiple people who do the same thing, who game-plan it out and talk to the people around him and say, 'Tell me when it's a good time.'"

The outside ally told us they are careful about how frequently they call Trump. "I rarely call unless I'm asked to call. He's the president of the United States." This person added that they've witnessed Trump pick up his phone and scroll through the list of chief executives and wealthy supplicants who have called, poking fun at their eagerness. "That's why I'm really reluctant to call," the ally explained. "You don't want to be the guy who's the butt of the joke, who he's laughing at: 'Can you believe this guy is calling?'"

Others give little thought to the timing of their calls. Trump's phone could be heard ringing during a recent press conference in which he discussed a proposed 50 percent tariff on Apple. The familiar sound of the default "Reflection" ringtone--you know the one, the synthesized waterfall of xylophone tones--was a reminder that the tariffs targeted the company that makes his beloved device.

Before the press entered the Oval Office, the president had placed the phone on the Resolute desk, next to his two secure White House landline phones. "It's a phone call, do you mind?" he joked when the ringing started, before looking at the screen and telling reporters, "It's only a congressman." Seconds later, the phone rang again. "It's a different congressman," he joked, as he struggled to silence his portal to the wider world.

Jonathan Lemire contributed reporting.



Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Mannie Garcia / Bloomberg / Getty; Sipa / AP / Getty; Alex Brandon / AP; Evan Vucci / AP; Rich Graessle / Icon Sportswire / AP; Matt Rourke / AP.
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In Trump Immigration Cases, It's One Thing in Public, Another in Court

In court, the Trump administration is required to tell the truth.

by Nick Miroff




During his testimony on Capitol Hill earlier this month, Secretary of State Marco Rubio took a swipe at Senator Chris Van Hollen, falsely accusing him of having had "a margarita" with Kilmar Abrego Garcia--one of the Maryland Democrat's constituents, who was mistakenly sent to an El Salvador megaprison more than two months ago and who remains there despite the Supreme Court ordering the Trump administration to facilitate his release.

"That guy is a human trafficker, and that guy is a gangbanger ... and the evidence is going to be clear," Rubio said of Abrego Garcia, repeating claims that have never been proved in court.

"He can't make unsubstantiated comments like that!" Van Hollen shouted over the pounding gavel of the Republican chairman of the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations. "Secretary Rubio should take that testimony to the federal court of the United States, because he hasn't done it under oath."

Van Hollen's frustration centered on the frequent gap between what the Trump administration says about its mass-deportation campaign in court, where it is required to tell the truth, and what officials say in public as they attempt to blunt criticism of their immigration crackdown. By playing up the alleged criminality of deportees at every opportunity, they deflect attention from the more mundane issue of whether the government is following the law.

Read: A loophole that would swallow the Constitution

When the administration's attorneys appear before the court, and top officials are required to provide sworn testimony, the administration is more restrained and tethered to facts. Department of Justice attorneys insist that the administration is following judicial orders in good faith. They recognize errors made by Immigration and Customs Enforcement, even if they attempt to diminish their significance. And they provide data and logistical details about ICE deportations that they do not otherwise release voluntarily.

Outside of court, President Donald Trump and his top aides depict deportees as terrorists and gang leaders regardless of whether they've been convicted of a crime. They admit no mistakes. And if judges rule unfavorably, they denounce them as "communists" and "lunatics" and suggest that they won't respect their rulings.

Trump and his top officials have dispensed with the usual conventions regarding public comment on pending cases. This has been a theme of Trump's litigation approach for years--from the Manhattan hush-money trial to the January 6 investigations--and the top officials running his current administration have taken his cue. The political fight matters more than the legal one, one senior official told me.

"Instead of using the old playbook of saying 'no comment' because there's pending litigation, you have top officials that are using the avenues they have to fight back and speak directly to the American people about what this administration is trying to do," said the official, who agreed to discuss the approach candidly on the condition that I would not publish their name.

The official said the strategy is designed to challenge judges who are "thwarting the duly elected president from implementing his policies." Although issuing public statements about ongoing litigation "is unusual," the person said, "that's exactly what everyone who is a supporter of the president is looking for from his senior team."

The White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson defended that strategy. "We are confident in the legality of our actions and do not apologize for acting to protect the American people," she told me in a statement.

But the approach has at times left Department of Justice lawyers stuck between what Trump officials say publicly and their professional and legal obligations to make truthful statements in court. When a senior ICE official said in sworn testimony in March that Abrego Garcia had been deported to El Salvador because of an "administrative error," the Justice Department attorney who initially represented the Trump administration, Erez Reuveni, relayed that characterization to the court. When asked why the administration hadn't taken steps to correct the error and bring Abrego Garcia back, Reuveni said his client--the Trump administration--hadn't provided him with answers.

The top Trump aide Stephen Miller soon began insisting publicly that Abrego Garcia's deportation was not, in fact, an error--the opposite of what the government admitted in court. Vice President J. D. Vance claimed that Abrego Garcia is a "convicted MS-13 gang member with no legal right to be here," even though he has no criminal convictions in the United States or El Salvador. Attorney General Pam Bondi cast the error as missing "an extra step in paperwork" and said that Abrego Garcia should not be returned.

Reuveni was fired. Bondi said he had failed to "zealously advocate" for the government. "Any attorney who fails to abide by this direction will face consequences," she told reporters.

Trump and his top aides have made statements outside court that have undermined the legal positions staked out by government attorneys--at times with more candor than his lawyers. The president acknowledged during an interview last month with ABC News, for instance, that he could bring Abrego Garcia back by placing a phone call to the Salvadoran president.

Read: How the Trump administration flipped on Kilmar Abrego Garcia

Simon Sandoval-Moshenberg, an attorney for Abrego Garcia, told me Trump and his top aides "really are saying whatever they want to say in public, and then after the fact, trying to figure out what that means for their litigation, instead of the other way around, which is where they figure out what they want to do in their litigation and then they mold their public statements to that."

U.S. District Judge Paula Xinis, who presides over the Abrego Garcia case, said during a recent hearing that Trump's claim was clearly at odds with his attorneys' contention that they could not compel a foreign government to release Abrego Garcia. Xinis also noted social-media statements by Department of Homeland Security officials saying Abrego Garcia will never be allowed to return to the United States. The judge said it sounded like an "admission of your client that your client will not take steps to facilitate the return."

Jonathan Guynn, the government's attorney, said Trump's statement needed to be read with "the appropriate nuance" and it was not "inconsistent with our good-faith compliance."

"What world are we living in?" Xinis said in frustration as Guynn ducked her questions. "What sort of legal world are we living in?"

Similarly, Trump officials have depicted Venezuelans sent to the prison in El Salvador as invaders and terrorists to justify the administration's attempt to use the Alien Enemies Act of 1798. But the majority have no criminal convictions in the United States, and at least 50 of the roughly 240 sent to El Salvador entered the United States legally and did not violate U.S. immigration law, according to a new analysis by the Cato Institute.

When U.S. District Chief Judge James E. Boasberg asked about a statement by Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem--who said the megaprison in El Salvador was one of the tools it planned to use to scare migrants into leaving the United States--he questioned whether it was an admission that the U.S. government has control over the fate of the deportees it sends there. Another Justice Department attorney similarly argued that the statement lacked sufficient "nuance."

"Is that another way of saying these statements just aren't true?" Boasberg said. When Boasberg asked if Trump was telling the truth when he said he could get Abrego Garcia released with a phone call, the administration's attorney, Abhishek Kambli, said the president's statement should not be treated as a fact, but as an expression of "the president's belief about the influence that he has."

Jeff Joseph, the president-elect of the American Immigration Lawyers Association, told me that Trump attorneys are twisting themselves into rhetorical knots because the administration officials conducting the deportation campaign are doing whatever they want, and coming up with a legal rationale later.

The government attorneys have "to sort of post hoc rationalize what they're doing," Joseph said, "but they're running afoul of the fact that it's actually against the law, and they just can't explain it."

"They can't just come in and admit that they broke the law," he added, "so they have to come up with some sort of paltering way of addressing it."

The Abrego Garcia ruling and the Alien Enemies Act litigation have left legal scholars warning of a constitutional crisis. But a more tangible effect, attorneys told me, has been the erosion of the "presumption of regularity"--the benefit of the doubt given to the government in court proceedings. It's based on the idea that federal officers and attorneys are operating in good faith, and not trying to achieve political goals through acts of subterfuge.

As judges see the administration saying one thing in public and another in court, they have started to treat the government's claims with more skepticism and, sometimes, with outright suspicion of criminal contempt. A recent Bloomberg analysis found that the Trump administration has been losing the majority of its immigration-related motions and claims, regardless of whether the judges overseeing their cases were appointed by Democrats or Republicans.

Adam Serwer: 'A path of perfect lawlessness'

The White House is focused on political wins, and it has pushed back even harder at judicial oversight as the losses pile up. In a case challenging its attempts to send deportees to third countries if their own nations won't take them back, U.S. District Judge Brian E. Murphy ruled in March that the government had to give deportees time to challenge the government's attempts to send them to potentially dangerous places. Despite the order, Trump officials tried last week to deport a group of men from Laos, Vietnam, Cuba, and other nations to South Sudan.

Murphy ruled that the flight violated his previous order mandating due process--but the Department of Homeland Security still convened a press conference to recite the criminal records of the deportees, calling them "uniquely barbaric monsters." The White House made an emergency appeal of Murphy's ruling directly to the Supreme Court on Tuesday, bypassing the First Circuit Court of Appeals.

Adam Cox, a constitutional law professor at NYU, told me that the Trump administration's approach marks "a sweeping transformation of past practices." But he said it has also affirmed the importance of the lower courts to function as a powerful fact-finding body at a time when other oversight mechanisms are weakened or under attack. The courts' ability to compel sworn testimony is crucial to helping the public sort through political rhetoric to understand what's actually true.

"A lot of the focus of public debate around courts and politics has been (understandably) focused on the Supreme Court and big legal rulings," Cox wrote to me. "But recent months have brought a nice reminder of just how important the well-developed fact-finding mechanisms of federal trial courts can be."
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Is Trump Falling Out of Love With Putin?

"The president is mad, but he also wants a deal."

by Jonathan Lemire, Ashley Parker




Like so many stories about Donald Trump, this one begins with a tweet.

More than a decade ago, Trump mused about whether Vladimir Putin would attend a beauty pageant that Trump was sponsoring in Moscow and, if so, whether Putin would "become my new best friend." That seemingly random 2013 Twitter missive launched one of the most enduring and significant geopolitical bromances in recent times--one that has persisted despite election-interference allegations, a special-counsel investigation, and the invasion of Ukraine.

But in recent weeks, the relationship has begun to show signs of strain.

Exasperated by Putin's reluctance to sign off on a cease-fire with Kyiv and by new images of violence in Ukraine, Trump has expressed rare public anger at the Russian leader while privately mulling a series of sanctions meant to force Moscow to the negotiating table. Trump has started to feel humiliated that Putin is, as the president said this week, "tapping him along," and is frustrated that Putin does not seem to want to end the war, two outside advisers to the president and a third person familiar with the negotiations told us. At the same time, Trump said yesterday that he will wait "two weeks"--his favorite verbal crutch when stalling for time--before deciding on his next move toward Russia, raising the specter that the Trump-Putin relationship will survive.

The two-week time frame also postpones a potential inflection point in the Ukraine war: Will the president walk away from the conflict, which would bolster Russia? Or will he, for the first time, truly stand up to Putin?

Tom Nichols: Trump's tirades aren't swaying Putin

"I do detect signs that he's trying to put some blue water between himself and Putin. He thought, because they were good friends, he could wrap up the deal in 24 hours. Obviously none of that came close to being true," John Bolton, Trump's former national security adviser, told us. "Now Putin has started to push him a little bit. They're starting to mock him."

This is not how Trump thought it would go. He has long been impressed by Putin and his strongman's grip on power, and he worked hard to establish a relationship with his Russian counterpart. During Trump's first term, the pair met on multiple occasions without any staff present, a departure from protocol. And, infamously, Trump sided with Putin over his nation's own intelligence agencies when asked during a 2018 Helsinki summit about Russian interference in the U.S. election two years earlier.

During his time out of office, Trump praised Putin as a "genius" and said repeatedly that, once back in the White House, he would settle the Russia-Ukraine conflict in a single day. He has since sought a summit with Putin that could turn into a made-for-TV moment to announce the end of the war--and a long-coveted Nobel Peace Prize for himself. ("He really wants a Nobel Peace Prize," Bolton told us. "He'll take it for Ukraine, he'll take it for Gaza, he'll take it for Pakistan-India. He's not particular.") In his early months in office, Trump has been eager to make business deals with Russia and blamed Ukraine for somehow instigating a war that actually began when Russia deployed its military across the border. He berated Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in the Oval Office and temporarily cut off U.S. intelligence sharing and military aid, allowing Russia to make gains on the battlefield.

He also claimed that Ukraine--and specifically its leader--was the biggest obstacle to peace. Trump has flashed deep antipathy toward Zelensky, whom he deems ungrateful for U.S. support and at least partially responsible for his 2019 impeachment. (Trump withheld military aid from Ukraine to pressure Kyiv to investigate the family of his political rival Joe Biden.) In an Oval Office interview with The Atlantic in late April, when he was asked if there was anything Putin could do that would make him say he was on Zelensky's side and not Putin's, Trump again underscored his fraught relationship with the Ukrainian leader: "Not necessarily on Zelensky's side, but on Ukraine's side, yes," the American president said. "But not necessarily on Zelensky's side. I've had a hard time with Zelensky."

Yet Zelensky had quickly agreed to a new U.S. proposal for a 30-day cease-fire in March. Russia stalled in doing the same. More than two months later, Moscow still has not agreed to a pause in the fighting and instead has escalated the violence, unleashing waves of drone and missile attacks on Ukrainian cities in recent weeks, killing more than a dozen people.

That onslaught was the latest act of defiance from Putin, coming days after he skipped a possible meeting with Zelensky and Trump in Istanbul and then blustered through a two-hour call with the American president without agreeing to a cessation in hostilities. On Sunday, Trump bemoaned Putin's defiance, writing on Truth Social, "I've always had a very good relationship with Vladimir Putin of Russia, but something has happened to him. He has gone absolutely CRAZY!" A Kremlin spokesperson, Dmitry Peskov, responded by musing that Trump was having "emotional reactions."

Trump initially believed that Russia was willing to negotiate, according to the person familiar with the negotiations, who was granted anonymity to discuss sensitive internal conversations. But once Ukraine accepted the cease-fire proposal, "it was almost like calling the Russians' bluff, and it's clear at this point Putin is playing a delay tactic and the president finds it very frustrating," the person said. "He's genuinely frustrated that he thought Putin was in a place to have meaningful dialogue and seems to have reversed course."

Despite Trump's claim, there is little evidence that Putin has changed in some way; the KGB officer turned dictator has a long history of deceit. For more than a year, the United States and its allies have assessed that Putin is not willing to negotiate an end to his war in Ukraine, because he thinks he's winning. Multiple intelligence evaluations have reached the same conclusion: For Putin, negotiating would mean giving something up--for example, ceding territory or agreeing to let Western powers continue to arm Ukraine. Putin is simply not willing to do that. And he likely believes now--with some justification--that he is successfully disrupting the NATO alliance and dividing Kyiv from Washington, according to intelligence officials in the United States and Europe.

Tom Nichols: Putin's still in charge

Trump, who hates scenes of war, has been disturbed by recent images of dead Ukrainian civilians, including children, according to the two outside advisers, who were granted anonymity to discuss private conversations. Had Putin accepted Trump's cease-fire offer instead of ratcheting up Russia's attacks, Trump believes, those killings could have been prevented. It would not be the first time that gruesome images have spurred him into action. In 2017, Trump ordered missile strikes on a Syrian air base after he was shown what he said were "horrific" images of dead children killed by chemical weapons days before. Months later, he delivered a rare rebuke of Saudi Arabia after he was presented with photos of Yemeni children who were at risk of starving to death because of a blockade ordered by Riyadh.

In Trump's first term, his administration sanctioned Moscow for a variety of misdeeds, including sponsoring election interference and cyberhacking, but the president himself has long been reluctant to punish Russia in any meaningful way. Although Trump has in recent days talked with aides about unleashing new sanctions against Russia, he is waiting to see what happens when representatives from Ukraine and Russia meet for a second round of talks, set for next week in Istanbul; the U.S. is not planning to send a delegation, but White House aides said Trump wants to see progress.

"The president is mad, but he also wants a deal," one of the outside advisers told us. "He's trying to figure out the best path to get there--but believe him when he says he'll walk away."

Republican Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina, a Trump ally, has co-sponsored a bill with Democratic Senator Richard Blumenthal of Connecticut that would impose more 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 more than 80 senators, a veto-proof majority. But the White House is worried about a global rise in gas prices if stringent measures are put in place, an administration official and one of the outside advisers told us. Some in the administration are also leery of secondary sanctions, which could anger U.S. trading partners that purchase Russian energy, including China and India.

"President Trump inherited the brutal Russia-Ukraine war from Joe Biden, and has put forth great effort to solve it, in order to save lives," White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told us in a statement. "The President is hopeful this war will soon be solved and if it is not--he has options on the table."

If a frustrated Trump fully walks away from trying to bring an end to the conflict, that decision will almost certainly work to Russia's advantage. Without pressure from Washington to negotiate, Russia is likely to further escalate its violence. (Moscow's recent uptick in attacks came after Trump had said he might abandon talks.) If the Trump administration also decides to stop sharing intelligence or aid with Ukraine, then the momentum of the conflict could shift dramatically. Europe would bear more of the responsibility for supplying Ukraine with weapons and guaranteeing its security. Although the continent has rallied around Ukraine since the war began, European militaries cannot match the ability of the United States to fortify Kyiv.

Jonathan Lemire: Trump weighs his options against Putin

"This is hardly the art of the deal--effectively telling Putin that if he doesn't engage in serious negotiations, he will suffer no costs and get everything he wants," Rebecca Lissner, a former deputy national security adviser to Vice President Kamala Harris, told us. "This is not particularly surprising, as Trump is perennially reluctant to get tough with Putin."

Despite the recent tension with Trump, Putin has gotten nearly everything he has wanted from Washington since Trump returned to the presidency in January. Trump has weakened U.S. soft power around the world and feuded with traditional allies. If Trump were to walk away from talks now, or fail to follow through on his threats to punish Moscow, he'd yet again be helping the man who in many ways did become his friend.

Shane Harris contributed reporting.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/05/trump-putin-relationship-ukraine/682976/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



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 anti-anxiety 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 ant-anxiety 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 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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        Ukraine's Warning to the World's Other Military Forces
        Phillips Payson O'Brien

        Relying on its own resources, Ukraine has just carried out what might be the most complex, elaborately planned, and cost-effective military operation of its current war with Russia. Yesterday, the Ukrainians used drones to attack, almost simultaneously, at least four Russian airfields separated by thousands of miles. Among them were two airfields just inside Russia, but the targets also included Olenya air base, above the Arctic Circle, and, remarkably, Belaya air base, in Siberia, which lies jus...

      

      
        The Anti-Anti-Feminist Election
        Arash Azizi

        Opposition to women's rights has helped fuel authoritarian movements in Russia, Hungary, Brazil, and the United States. That the same is true in South Korea, which is holding an early presidential election tomorrow, is perhaps less well known. There, the role of anti-feminists is particularly stark, helping to put women's issues at the very center of the country's fraught contest.To appreciate the stakes, recall that just a few months ago, South Korea nearly lost its democracy: On December 3, the...

      

      
        The Two Extremists Driving Israel's Policy
        Gershom Gorenberg

        They are the leading extremists in the most right-wing government in Israel's history: Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich and National Security Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir are both West Bank settlers. They ran together on the same ticket in Israel's most recent election, gaining more votes than ever before for the far right. They both want Israel to reoccupy all of Gaza, to renew Israeli settlement there, and to "encourage" Palestinians to emigrate. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's dependence on t...

      

      
        What Is a 'Reverse Nixon,' and Can Trump Pull It Off?
        Michael Schuman

        In the early 1970s, President Richard Nixon made history by drawing Communist China closer to the United States, giving Washington an advantage in its Cold War contest with the Soviet Union. Half a century later, President Donald Trump seems to be eyeing a similar diplomatic maneuver, but in reverse: drawing Russia closer to the United States in order to give Washington an advantage in its geopolitical competition with Communist China.If Trump were to pull this off, he, too, would change the cour...

      

      
        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 for 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...

      

      
        Modi's Escalation Trap
        Vaibhav Vats

        Updated June 2, 2025, 11:17a.m.Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi has forged a new counterterrorism doctrine during his decade in power: Any terrorist attack emanating from Pakistan will face a scorching Indian-military response. The policy carries inherent risk, both internationally and domestically.That it can easily commit India to a spiral of escalation was demonstrated during the exchange of hostilities with Pakistan two weeks ago. On the domestic side, the counterterrorism policy is of a p...
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Ukraine's Warning to the World's Other Military Forces

Expensive planes, tanks, and ships can be destroyed on the cheap.

by Phillips Payson O'Brien


Fighters from a Ukrainian drone unit control an unmanned aircraft from a dugout in the Zaporizhzhia sector on May 23. (NurPhoto / Getty)



Relying on its own resources, Ukraine has just carried out what might be the most complex, elaborately planned, and cost-effective military operation of its current war with Russia. Yesterday, the Ukrainians used drones to attack, almost simultaneously, at least four Russian airfields separated by thousands of miles. Among them were two airfields just inside Russia, but the targets also included Olenya air base, above the Arctic Circle, and, remarkably, Belaya air base, in Siberia, which lies just over the border from Mongolia.

The attack showed how much audacity, ingenuity, and effectiveness the Ukrainians can bring to their own defense when Western leaders aren't pressuring them to hold back. It also revealed the vulnerability of the large, expensive planes and other hardware treasured by major powers around the world.

Images circulating immediately after the attacks appeared to show that Russian aircraft had been hit with remarkable accuracy at some of their most vulnerable points. The Ukrainians seem to have placed relatively small drone swarms in cavities built into the top of trailer trucks. Then, when the trucks were close to the targets, the trailer roofs opened up, and the swarms of drones flew out, surprising and overwhelming Russian defenses. Even how the drones themselves were operated represents something notable. In many cases, they seem to have been flying courses preprogrammed via the open-source software ArduPilot, which has proved effective in navigating unmanned aerial vehicles for hundreds of miles and precisely reaching targets.

Although details remain limited, the operation testifies to how rapidly drone technology is evolving. Human operators might well have been observing some of yesterday's flights and been in a position to take control if necessary, but some of the vehicles may have operated outside of human authority, flying preprogrammed courses. Ukrainian officials have said that some of the drones were basically AI-trained to recognize the most vulnerable parts of Russian aircraft and automatically home in on those areas.

Read: Ukraine's new way of war

The Ukrainians have claimed that more than 40 advanced Russian aircraft were hit and that at least 13 were destroyed. How much of the damage is reparable is not yet clear. Kyiv boasted of destroying more than a third of Russia's large Tu-95 bombers, which have been a primary launch system for the large volleys of missiles that regularly strike Ukrainian cities. The Tu-95s are literally irreplaceable: Russia has no production facilities making more of these aircraft, and it has not yet designed a successor to the model. Yesterday's attack also appears to have damaged a large number of Tu-22 M3 bombers and probably one A-50 command aircraft, the Russian equivalent of a U.S.-made airborne warning and control aircraft. The total cost of Russian losses likely runs into several billion dollars.

In contrast, the cost of one of the Ukrainian drones used in yesterday's attack has been estimated at about $1,200--so that even if the airfields were attacked with 100 drones each (a seemingly high estimate), the total cost of the drones used would have been less than $1 million. I struggle to think of a recent military operation where one side suffered so much damage at so little cost to the other.

In one sense, the Ukrainian attack represents a culmination of what we have seen happen since Russia launched its full-scale invasion in 2022: Seemingly outmatched by Russia's much larger military, Ukraine has used drones and other improvised equipment to destroy tanks, large warships, bombers, and other large legacy systems. Military planners and many outside commentators have been too slow to acknowledge the significance of Ukraine's defensive tactics, but the most recent attacks plainly show the need for major changes in how all militaries are constructed and trained.

For the United States and other major Western militaries, Ukraine's use of trucks parked outside secure areas near military sites will pose uncomfortable questions. How closely do they--or can they--monitor all the truck traffic that streams past their bases? Do they know what happens in every nearby property from which an adversary could hide drone swarms and then launch them with no warning? For many years now, for instance, Chinese interests have been buying large amounts of farmland right next to important U.S. military bases. They could be growing soybeans, but they could also be staging grounds for drone swarms that would make the Ukrainian attacks look minuscule.

Meanwhile, in Europe, military bases have in the past few years been regularly overflown by a large number of unknown drones, which are presumably gathering intelligence. Whichever power is responsible obviously has the ability to deploy a larger number of drones in kinetic attacks. The Ukrainians are showing U.S. and European militaries that better security against drone flights is long overdue.

For Ukraine's doubters, these attacks should lead to a period of quiet reflection. President Donald Trump has insisted that Ukraine has "no cards." The New York Times editorial board recently implied that Ukraine is unlikely to produce a military breakthrough that can change the basic course of the war. But pessimism about Ukraine's capabilities is ahistorical and wrongheaded.

Thomas Wright: Trump's basic misunderstanding about the war in Ukraine

For three years, the Biden administration simultaneously supported Ukraine and discouraged major attacks on Russian soil, for fear of provoking Vladimir Putin too much. That constraint no longer exists, now that Trump has written off Ukraine and appears eager to end the war on Putin's terms.

Until now, Ukraine has had only a limited ability to launch attacks as ambitious as the one it just executed. If Ukraine's remaining allies help arm it properly to undertake similar operations at scale, it can still win the war.
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The Anti-Anti-Feminist Election

The fight over South Korea's democracy is also a fight over women's rights.

by Arash Azizi




Opposition to women's rights has helped fuel authoritarian movements in Russia, Hungary, Brazil, and the United States. That the same is true in South Korea, which is holding an early presidential election tomorrow, is perhaps less well known. There, the role of anti-feminists is particularly stark, helping to put women's issues at the very center of the country's fraught contest.

To appreciate the stakes, recall that just a few months ago, South Korea nearly lost its democracy: On December 3, then-President Yoon Suk Yeol shut down the Parliament, banned all political parties, and suspended the free press. His power grab was swiftly defeated by mass demonstrations and a heroic parliamentary effort--members climbed fences to reach the chamber, where they unanimously voted to lift martial law--but the shock remained. Why was a country known for technological prowess, slick horror films, and dreamy boy bands descending into chaos?

The answer lies in part with the country's struggle over women's rights. Even as South Korea has raced ahead economically, gender equality has lagged behind other indicators. Out of 146 countries indexed by the World Economic Forum, South Korea comes 112th in women's economic participation and 100th in women's educational attainment (only slightly better than Iran).

For longer than it has had a democracy, South Korea has had a women's-rights movement pressing to improve these conditions. In the late 1980s, a labor activist named Kwon In-sook filed charges against the government for sexual assault she allegedly suffered at a police station. Dozens of women's organizations came together to support her in a coalition known as the Korean Women's Associations United. KWAU wound up playing an important role in the country's democratic transition, and Kwon herself served as a member of Parliament until last year.

Read: South Korea's crisis is nowhere near over

In recent decades, women's rights have advanced steadily, if slowly. Advocates successfully pushed for sexual- and domestic-violence legislation in the 1990s. In 1999, they managed to abolish a system that awarded extra points on civil-service exams to military veterans, who are overwhelmingly male due to South Korea's male-only conscription. They got rid of the hoju family-registration system, which automatically counted men as the heads of households.

But legislative advocacy has not eradicated violent crime against women, a grim reality that has spurred a particularly dramatic upsurge in women's activism in the past 10 years. In 2016, a woman was murdered near the world-famous Gangnam metro station in Seoul by a man who complained about being "ignored" by women. In 2019, a criminal network implicated K-pop stars, corrupt police officers, and elite businessmen in a slew of crimes--among them, administering date-rape drugs and nonconsensually filming sexual encounters to distribute online. South Korean feminists have demonstrated against gender violence and objected to its glorification in popular culture. In 2015, for example, Maxim Korea featured a "bad guy" theme on its cover: A man was shown smoking by his car with a woman's legs, bound at the ankles, jutting out of his trunk. "Girls like 'bad guys'?" the story demanded. "This is a real bad guy. Are you dying to love it?"

In recent years, some elements of the South Korean feminist movement have attracted attention for their radicalism; others, for their media-savvy tactics. Adherents to the 4B movement refuse to date, have sex with men, marry them, or have children (these tenets all start with bi, which roughly means "no" in Korean). In 2018, in an action called Escape the Corset, women threw out cosmetic products and cut their hair--making headlines in a country where about a third of women in their 20s have had plastic surgery, largely to meet exacting beauty standards. That same year, a news anchor became the first woman in her field to wear eyeglasses on major-network TV.

The ever-higher profile of the feminist movement has inspired right-wing forces to present themselves as the champions of disgruntled men. The story is a familiar one: South Korea has some of the classic problems of an industrialized society, including a housing crisis affecting young people, a declining birth rate, and a short supply of well-paying jobs. Anti-feminist forces have galvanized supporters by blaming these problems on women and feminists.

The gambit has worked. In 2016, anti-feminists went after the actor Kim Jayeon, who voiced one of the characters in the popular Korean video game Closers, because she wore a T-shirt that read girls don't need a prince. A backlash among gamers led the company to fire her. The episode spoke to a broader phenomenon in South Korean society. According to one poll, a whopping 79 percent of men now believe they are being discriminated against because of their gender.

Much as Donald Trump and Jair Bolsonaro did in 2016 and 2018, respectively, Yoon capitalized on men's grievances in his 2022 run for president, using anti-feminism as a cudgel against the outgoing center-left president. In his campaign, Yoon promised to abolish the Ministry of Gender Equality and Family. He repeatedly claimed that South Korea did not have a misogyny or gender-violence problem. His wife, Kim Keon-hee, mocked victims of sexual assault in a highly circulated YouTube interview. Gender issues became central to the campaign, and the young male voters Yoon attracted formed a base of support as he swung toward authoritarianism.

Read: South Korea's warning for Washington

Yoon was impeached after his aborted December coup, but South Korea's political crisis did not end there. Only on April 4, when the constitutional court upheld his impeachment, was Yoon formally removed from office. His party is in turmoil over his legacy and only recently settled on its candidate for tomorrow's election. The Democratic Party is running Lee Jae-myung, the same candidate Yoon faced in 2022, and he is now the front-runner.

Lee mostly shied away from women's issues when he ran against Yoon in 2022, but this year, he has promised to empower the gender-equality ministry. In the past, he has rebuked Yoon for claiming that there is no gender inequality in South Korea; he has also promised to reduce the gender-wage gap, strengthen laws against stalking and dating violence, offer free HPV vaccines to adolescents, and establish a system for reporting and monitoring businesses with discriminatory employment practices. Feminists will likely support him to prevent the right's return to power. Kim Jae-yeon of the Progressive Party ran to become "South Korea's first feminist president," but she ended her campaign on May 9, asserting that the priority should be to "deter far-right insurrectionist power from seizing presidential authority again." She has endorsed Lee.

With the disarray on the right, Lee stands a good chance of winning the presidency. If he does, he would do well to remember that South Korean democracy will be preserved not by appeasing anti-feminists, but by devising solutions to real problems, such as the cost-of-living and urban-housing crises, that gave an opening to demagogues like Yoon in the first place.
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The Two Extremists Driving Israel's Policy

One is an ideologue, the other a rabble-rouser. Both are pushing their country to places once unthinkable.

by Gershom Gorenberg




They are the leading extremists in the most right-wing government in Israel's history: Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich and National Security Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir are both West Bank settlers. They ran together on the same ticket in Israel's most recent election, gaining more votes than ever before for the far right. They both want Israel to reoccupy all of Gaza, to renew Israeli settlement there, and to "encourage" Palestinians to emigrate. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's dependence on their support to stay in power is a key reason, possibly the main reason, that the war in Gaza continues. They are also rivals, evidence that extremism comes in more than one form.

A case in point: The Israeli army's new offensive, Smotrich declared in a May 19 video clip, "is destroying everything left in [the Gaza] Strip, simply because it is one big city of terror." The population, he said, would not only be concentrated in the southern end of Gaza, but would continue on, "with God's help, to third countries"; meanwhile, the army was "eliminating ministers, officials," and other members of the Hamas administration. Smotrich presented all of this as proof that the government had at last adopted his approach to conducting the war. He ended with a slang term translatable roughly as "We're kicking the enemy's face in," and a verse from the Bible.

Smotrich's speech can be read simply as a testament to the brutality of the Israeli campaign in Gaza, and to the far right's claim of responsibility for dictating it. But Smotrich was also defending himself against criticism from Ben-Gvir, someone he describes as always trying to be "to the right of the right."

Smotrich supported Netanyahu's plan, presented the night before in a meeting of senior ministers, to end the total blockade on humanitarian aid to Gaza and allow in what Smotrich called "a minimum of food and medicine." He described this concession as essential so that Israel's allies would defend it in the United Nations Security Council and allow the war to continue. Ben-Gvir opposed the decision and, in Smotrich's account, selectively leaked bits of the debate at the meeting to the media. Israeli journalists, myself included, promptly received a flurry of anonymous text messages backing Ben-Gvir's position and blasting Smotrich's.

In other words, while Smotrich was claiming credit for getting things done, Ben-Gvir was outperforming him on the public stage. This is a starting point for understanding the difference between the two men who are driving Israel's push to the extreme.

The Leninist of the Right

When I spoke with the Brandeis University professor Yehudah Mirsky, a Jerusalem-based scholar of religious Zionism, he described Smotrich as a "Leninist": Smotrich "believes he has the correct philosophical understanding of history," Mirsky told me, and thinks he's "part of the revolutionary vanguard that is supposed to seize the reins of power."

Smotrich's "understanding of history" derives from the theology of a radical rabbi, Tzvi Yehudah Kook, whose teachings became fundamental to the settler movement that sprang up after 1967's Six-Day War. Kook held that the establishment of Israel was part of the process through which God was bringing final redemption to his chosen people. Israel's victory in the Six-Day War, and its conquest of the West Bank and other territory, were proof that God was fulfilling biblical prophecies.

Read: Netanyahu takes desperate measures

Kook's disciples came to regard permanently holding the "redeemed" territories conquered in 1967 as an absolute religious requirement. Their central project was establishing settlements in the West Bank, Gaza, and the Golan Heights--mostly membership-only communities of like-minded people that grew more and more separate from mainstream Israel.

Smotrich, 45, is a second-generation settler, schooled in religious institutions faithful to Kook's political theology. His public statements suggest a dedication to seeing in every circumstance a step in the "great divine process of redemption." That includes political setbacks: In a Knesset speech when his party was out of power in 2021, he quoted a Talmudic description of the moral decay that would precede the coming of the Messiah. This is a closed system in which nothing can serve as disproof.

Smotrich first rose to public notoriety in 2005. At the time, Prime Minister Ariel Sharon, of the Likud Party, was preparing Israel for a unilateral withdrawal from Gaza and the evacuation of its settlements there. The move was not only a political shock for religious Zionists, but also a theological earthquake. How could Israel, an instrument of God's plan, violate that plan by giving up sacred ground?

A month before the withdrawal, the Shin Bet security service and police arrested Smotrich and three other activists in an apartment east of Tel Aviv. The men were interrogated for three weeks on suspicions that included conspiring to endanger lives on the roads; then they were put under house arrest, but finally released without charges, apparently after the withdrawal.

Smotrich has asserted that he was suspected only of planning protests to block roads--as demonstrators against the current government have done regularly without being arrested. In a 2023 television interview, a former Shin Bet agent who'd arrested the activists insisted otherwise: He said that revealing what Smotrich and his associates had planned would expose Shin Bet sources--but that if they had carried out their plans, Smotrich would now "not be a minister; he would also would not be a Knesset member." The Shin Bet was involved, the former agent said, because its mandate is "preventing terrorism." Because no trial was held, neither version has been tested in court.

Read: Israel plunges into darkness

The affair did not impede Smotrich's ascent as a settler activist and politician. He was elected to the Knesset in 2015, representing a hard-line faction in an alliance of small religious nationalist parties. His new prominence furnished a platform for statements that shocked many Israelis with their extremity.

In 2016, Israeli news media reported that three hospitals were segregating Jewish and Arab mothers in their maternity wards. The hospitals denied the practice--but Smotrich defended it. "It's natural that my wife wouldn't want to lie next to someone who just gave birth to a baby who might murder her baby in another 20 years," he tweeted. After the 2021 election, Smotrich blocked Netanyahu's bid to include an Arab party in his coalition and said, "Arabs are citizens of Israel--for now, at least." The same year, he blamed a resurgence of COVID on Tel Aviv's gay-pride parade. "In the long term," he once told an interviewer, he wanted Israel to be "run according to the laws of Torah," as in the days of King David.

Israel's most recent election, in 2022, catapulted Smotrich to greater power. A short-lived, uncomfortable electoral alliance among his party, Ben-Gvir's, and a splinter religious group won 14 seats in the 120-member Knesset, seven of them for Smotrich's Religious Zionism party. In the new government, Netanyahu made him finance minister. More significantly, he was given a new ministerial post within the Defense Ministry, with wide powers over settlement planning and building. Moving these responsibilities from the army to a civilian official has been aptly criticized as a significant step toward formal annexation of the West Bank--a strategic goal of the settlement movement. Smotrich has used his authority to speed settlement expansion at an extraordinary pace, effectively serving his settler constituency.

Despite its small size, the Religious Zionism party has been an equal partner to Netanyahu's Likud in the government's effort to transform Israel's regime. Indeed, it was Religious Zionism, not Likud, that ran in the last election on a platform of hobbling the judicial system. A Religious Zionist Knesset member, Simcha Rothman, chairs the committee responsible for constitutional changes and has pushed along measures designed to give the prime minister and ruling coalition autocratic power. To a large extent, Likud is carrying out Smotrich's program.

Then came the Hamas attack of October 7, 2023. Smotrich treated the catastrophe as an opportunity. In a post on X a year after the war began, he wrote that he'd been expecting the reconquest of Gaza ever since the evacuation of settlements in 2005. "In the end there will be Jewish settlement in the Gaza Strip," he wrote. In other words, the setback would be reversed, and history would proceed on its divinely determined track.

Read: Ben-Gvir can't bring himself to pretend

In January, when Israel reached a two-stage hostage deal with Hamas, Smotrich pledged that his party would bolt the governing coalition if Netanyahu proceeded to the second stage, which would include a cease-fire ending the war. Ben-Gvir did quit the coalition, promising to return "if the war is resumed." Smotrich's threat amounted to the same thing: Ending the war would mean the fall of the government. In March, after the first stage of the deal, the government chose to resume the war, and the coalition survived.

If being the vanguard means exerting power, Smotrich has succeeded. If it means leading the masses, he has failed. Polls consistently cast doubt on whether Religious Zionism would receive the 3.25 percent of the national vote it would need to enter the Knesset in new elections. Its success in the last election was likely attributable to Ben-Gvir's relative popularity, which brought votes to their joint ticket.

The Rabble-Rouser

Ben-Gvir, 49, comes out of a separate stream of the radical right, with a different theological progenitor. The American-born rabbi Meir Kahane, who founded the Jewish Defense League in New York, had his own perverse religious doctrine. In traditional Judaism, a Jew who is dishonest or cruel "desecrates the Name of God." In Kahane's theology, Jewish weakness was the sacrilege, and Jewish strength sanctified God. He made vengeance a central religious value.

Kahane moved to Israel in the 1970s and established a party called Kach, or "Thus!," whose platform included expelling all Arabs from Israel. In 1984, Kach won a single Knesset seat. In an act of what's known as "defensive democracy," the Parliament responded by banning racist parties from elections. Kahane was assassinated in New York in 1990.

His movement survived him. Ben-Gvir became a Kach activist as a teenager growing up in a Jerusalem suburb. He was 17 in early 1994, when the Kahane disciple Baruch Goldstein murdered 29 Palestinians at the Hebron shrine known to Jews as the Tomb of the Patriarchs and to Muslims as the Ibrahimi Mosque. The rampage ended when Palestinian worshippers managed to kill Goldstein; Kahanists and others on the Israeli far right elevated him as a martyr. The Israeli government declared Kach to be a terrorist organization, effectively outlawing it. But its members formed new groups, some of which were also declared illegal.

These groups vehemently opposed the peace process with the Palestinians that Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin was pursuing through the Oslo Accords. In October 1995, during the Knesset debate on Oslo II, Ben-Gvir was one of the right-wing protesters who surrounded the prime minister's armored Cadillac as his driver brought it to the Knesset. Someone ripped off the hood ornament and gave it to Ben-Gvir, who afterward held it up before a TV cameraman and said, "Just as we got to the ornament, we can get to Rabin." Weeks later, another far-rightist assassinated Rabin. Ben-Gvir was not involved, but the ornament clip was shown repeatedly to illustrate the incitement that had led to murder. He'd achieved his first 15 minutes of fame, but not his last.

In the years that followed, as an activist on the far-right fringe, Ben-Gvir acquired a long list of arrests and a shorter list of convictions. They included guilty verdicts for support of a terrorist organization--Kach--and incitement to racism.

Meanwhile, he moved to Kiryat Arba, a West Bank settlement next to Hebron; got a law degree; and became known as a defense lawyer for right-wing extremists. In their living room, he and his wife hung a photograph of Goldstein. He once sued a journalist who called him a Nazi. The court awarded him one shekel in damages. In his testimony, he said he was "in favor of expelling Arabs." He also testified that he'd read all of Kahane's books, and that Israel should be ruled by biblical law.

Read: The hostage I knew

Nonetheless, Ben-Gvir's rhetoric lacks Kahane's theological flavor. "It's about tribes and revenge," Yehudah Mirsky told me of Ben-Gvir's political style. "It's very primal." But what Ben-Gvir seems to have learned from his master, most of all, is the value of public provocation and displays of anger. In a typical move, he showed up at the site of a Palestinian terror attack in Jerusalem in 2014 with a handful of supporters to demand that the government take harsh steps against Arabs. The media paid attention.

To be elected, Ben-Gvir toned down his rhetoric just enough to avoid being disqualified under the anti-racism law. The supreme court, historically reluctant to bar parties, gave him a pass. "I'm not for expelling all the Arabs," he said in one interview. "I'm for expelling the terrorists, the people who throw stones." The Goldstein photo came down from his wall.

After several failed attempts, Ben-Gvir made his way into the Knesset as the head of the Jewish Power Party in 2021, running together with Smotrich's party. After the alliance's success in the following election, Ben-Gvir demanded and received the ministry that administers the national police. Violating law and tradition, Ben-Gvir has politicized the force. In the West Bank, settler violence against Palestinians has soared, and law enforcement has faded. Inside Israel, at Ben-Gvir's urging, police have responded harshly to the constant protests against the government.

Meanwhile, the rate of traffic deaths has climbed sharply--due to a lack of enforcement, according to a state agency. In Ben-Gvir's first year as minister, the murder rate in Israel nearly doubled, and it has stayed high since.

That record seems to have little effect on Ben-Gvir's popularity. Polling shows that if elections were held now and his party ran on its own, it would win eight or nine Knesset seats. Smotrich's message may appeal to a small ideological sect, but Ben-Gvir's ideology-lite anger connects him to a significant slice of the public--one moved less by political philosophy than by hostility toward Arabs, the left, and liberal institutions.

When elections are held, Netanyahu will most likely press the two rivals to run again on a single ticket. That's what he did last time, out of fear that one of the parties would not pass the electoral threshold, costing his bloc the election.

Indeed, Netanyahu's role is key to understanding the power of Smotrich and Ben-Gvir. The rise of chauvinistic, illiberal parties and movements is an international phenomenon. What that means for any particular country, however, depends on how mainstream conservative parties respond. Do they form coalitions with the insurgent right, as has happened in Croatia and the Netherlands? Or do they shun them, as in Portugal and Germany, forming alliances with the center and left instead?

In Israel, Netanyahu has become anathema to moderate parties. To stay in power, he has helped engineer the electoral success of the far right. He has legitimized it for part of the public by bringing it into government. At the same time, he has competed with it by adopting much of its antidemocratic program. If Smotrich and Ben-Gvir have power beyond their numbers in his government, they are monsters Netanyahu has helped create.



*Illustration by Mel Haasch. Sources: Saeed Qaq / Anadolu / Getty; Atef Safadi / AFP / Getty.
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What Is a 'Reverse Nixon,' and Can Trump Pull It Off?

Dividing America's adversaries isn't as easy as all that.

by Michael Schuman


President Richard Nixon and Secretary of State William Rogers with Chinese Deputy Premier Li Xiannian during a visit to the Great Wall of China (Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Corbis / Getty.)



In the early 1970s, President Richard Nixon made history by drawing Communist China closer to the United States, giving Washington an advantage in its Cold War contest with the Soviet Union. Half a century later, President Donald Trump seems to be eyeing a similar diplomatic maneuver, but in reverse: drawing Russia closer to the United States in order to give Washington an advantage in its geopolitical competition with Communist China.

If Trump were to pull this off, he, too, would change the course of history--isolating China, guaranteeing European security, and solidifying American global primacy. But the plan--known as a "reverse Nixon" in foreign-policy circles--could easily backfire.

On the face of it, trying to peel Russia off from China has a certain logic. The two countries have forged a partnership in recent years that could pose a serious threat to U.S. interests--Beijing's support for Moscow's invasion of Ukraine exemplifies this. "The one thing you never want to happen is you never want Russia and China uniting," Trump said in an October interview, citing one of his college professors. "I'm going to have to un-unite them, and I think I can do that."

This imperative could help explain why the Trump administration has sought rapprochement with Russia. Secretary of State Marco Rubio has suggested that Russia may otherwise become subservient to China. "If Russia becomes a permanent junior partner to China in the long term, well, now you're talking about two nuclear powers aligned against the United States," he said in a February interview. Russian leaders could be forced "to do whatever China says they need to do because of their dependence on them," he continued. "I don't think that's a good outcome for Russia, and it's not a good outcome for America or for Europe or for the world."

Michael Schuman: Trump hands the world to China

Publicly, Chinese officials have dismissed the possibility of losing Russia to Trump. Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi called the reverse-Nixon idea "the obsolete Cold War mindset" and insisted that ties between Beijing and Moscow were "as solid and unshakable as mountains." Yet the fact that he felt the need to address the possibility may betray a degree of insecurity. Less than two weeks after Trump and Vladimir Putin spoke by phone in February, China's leader, Xi Jinping, had his own conversation with the Russian president and made sure to stress that "our two countries are true friends" whose partnership had "unique strategic value," according to the summary of his comments issued by the Chinese foreign ministry.

Nixon's task in the '70s was in some ways easier than the reverse Nixon promises to be today. The Chinese leaders Nixon wooed had already split with the Soviets and perceived them as a threat. Now China and Russia are closer than they have been in decades, and Putin has not evinced much inclination to change that. In early May, Putin hosted Xi at a World War II Victory Day celebration in Moscow and called the Chinese leader his "dear friend." Nor has Putin shown much enthusiasm for a deal with Trump to end the war in Ukraine (Vice President J. D. Vance complained earlier this month that the Russians were "asking for too much").

The Trump administration may not fully appreciate the depth of the bond between America's adversaries. In his October interview, Trump expressed the belief that Russia and China have drawn close mainly as a result of faulty U.S. policies, especially those of President Joe Biden. Trump was most likely referring to Washington's tough stance on Ukraine, including sanctions on Russia, which arguably led Moscow to seek support and reprieve from China. "We united them. Biden united them," Trump said. "The stupidity of what they've done."

But focusing on Ukraine gives short shrift to the many political, economic, and strategic interests that Putin and Xi share--chief among them a mutual antipathy toward the United States. "Their common mistrust of Washington and their hopes of becoming more powerful in an emerging multipolar order--at the United States' expense--are likely to provide a strong enough foundation to keep the Chinese-Russian partnership stable and growing," Alexander Gabuev, the director of the Carnegie Russia Eurasia Center, argued in a December analysis.

Then there are the economic links. At this point, Putin may not be able to break free from China even if he wanted to. According to Gabuev, China now buys 30 percent of Russian exports; 40 percent of Russian imports come from China. China now buys more oil from Russia than from any other country. Even if the U.S. removes sanctions as part of a settlement of the Ukraine war, these arrangements might not change. "Putin has no reason to give up China's extensive, concrete, and reliable support to Russia's civilian economy and defense industry in exchange for ties to Washington that may not last past the end of Trump's term," the scholars Michael McFaul and Evan Medeiros argued in an essay in April.

Paul Mason: Trump brings Britain's 'moron premium' to the U.S. economy

If Trump and Xi wind up competing for Putin's attention, the Russian leader could play the U.S. and China off each other, to his own benefit. "Russia could assume the pivot position in the triangular relation among the United States, China, and Russia," Bonnie Glaser, the managing director of the German Marshall Fund's Indo-Pacific program, told me, meaning that Moscow would have better ties with Beijing and Washington than either would with the other.

A successful reverse Nixon could work to the advantage of the United States. But it's a long shot, and failing means fracturing the American alliance with Europe without splitting Russia from China. With its large nuclear arsenal, Russia would remain a threat to global security, and by placing Putin in the pivot position, Trump would strengthen and embolden both him and Xi to increase their pressure on the United States.
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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 for 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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Modi's Escalation Trap

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

by Vaibhav Vats




Updated June 2, 2025, 11:17a.m.

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

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

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

Read: Why this India-Pakistan conflict is different

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

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

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

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

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

Read: A crisis is no time for amateurs

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

One app to rule them all

by Matteo Wong




If Google has its way, there will be no search bars, no search terms, no searching (at least not by humans). The very tool that has defined the company--and perhaps the entire internet--for nearly three decades could soon be overtaken by a chatbot. Last month, at its annual software conference, Google launched "AI Mode," the most drastic overhaul to its search engine in the company's history.



The feature is different from the AI summaries that already show up in Google's search results, which appear above the usual list of links to outside websites. Instead, AI Mode functionally replaces Google Search with something akin to ChatGPT. You ask a question and the AI spits out an answer. Instead of sifting through a list of blue links, you can just ask a follow-up. Google has begun rolling out AI Mode to users in the United States as a tab below the search bar (before "Images," "Shopping," and the like). The company said it will soon introduce a number of more advanced, experimental capabilities to AI Mode, at which point the feature could be able to write a research report in minutes, "see" through your smartphone's camera to assist with physical tasks such as a DIY crafts project, help book restaurant reservations, make payments. Whether AI Mode can become as advanced and as seamless as Google promises remains far from certain, but the firm appears to be aiming for something like an everything app: a single tool that will be able to do just about everything a person could possibly want to do online.



Seemingly every major tech company is after the same goal. OpenAI markets ChatGPT, for instance, as able to write code and summarize documents, help shop, produce graphics, and naturally, search the web. Elon Musk is notoriously obsessed with the idea of turning X into an everything app. Meta says you can use its AI "for everything you need"; Amazon calls its new, generative AI-powered Alexa+ "an assistant available to help any time you want"; Microsoft bills its AI Copilot as a companion "for all you do"; and Apple has marketed Apple Intelligence and a revamped Siri as tools that will revolutionize how people use their iPhones (which encompass, for many users, everything). Even Airbnb, once focused simply on vacation rentals, is redesigning itself as a place where "you can sell and do almost anything," as its CEO, Brian Chesky, recently said.



In a sense, everything apps are the logical conclusion of Silicon Valley's race to build artificial "general" intelligence, or AGI. A bot smart enough to do anything obviously would be used to power a product that can, in effect, do anything. But such apps would also represent the culmination of the tech industry's aim to entrench its products in people's daily lives. Already, Google has features for shopping, navigation, data storage, work software, payment, travel--plus an array of smartphones, tablets, smart-home gadgets, and more. Apple has a similarly all-encompassing suite of offerings, and Meta's three major apps (Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp) each have billions of users. Perhaps the only thing more powerful than these sprawling tech ecosystems is boiling them all down to a single product.



That these tech companies can even realistically have such colossal ambitions to build everything apps is a result of their existing dominance. The industry has spent years collecting information about our relationships, work, hobbies, and interests--all of which is becoming grist for powerful AI tools. A key feature of these everything apps is that they promise to be individually tailored, drawing on extensive personal data to provide, in theory, a more seamless experience. Your past search history, and eventually your emails, can inform AI Mode's responses: When I typed line up into AI Mode, I got the "line up" for the day's New York Mets game (the Mets are my favorite baseball team). When I typed the same phrase into traditional Google Search, I got a definition.



In other words, the rise of AI-powered everything apps is a version of the bargain that tech companies have proposed in the past with social media and other tools: our services for your data. Meta's AI assistant can draw on information from users' Facebook and Instagram accounts. Apple describes its AI as a "personal intelligence" able to glean from texts, emails, and notes on your device. And ChatGPT has a new "memory" feature that allows the chatbot to reference all previous conversations. If the technology goes as planned, it leads to a future in which Google, or any other Big Tech company, knows you are moving from Texas to Chicago and, of its own accord, offers to order the winter jacket you don't own to be delivered to your new apartment, already selected from your favorite brand, in your favorite color. Or it could, after reading emails musing about an Italian vacation, suggest an in-budget itinerary for Venice that best fits your preferences.



There are, of course, plenty of reasons to think that AI models will not be capable and reliable enough to power a true everything app. The Mets lineup that Google automatically generated for me wasn't entirely accurate. Chatbots still invent information and mess up basic math; concerns over AI's environmental harms and alleged infringement of intellectual-property rights could substantially slow the technology's development. Only a year ago, Google released AI Overviews, a search feature that told users to eat rocks and use glue to stick cheese to pizza. On the same day that Google released AI Mode, it also introduced an experimental AI shopping tool that can be easily used to make erotic images of teenagers, as I reported with my colleague Lila Shroff. (When we shared our reporting with the company, Google emphasized the protections it has in place and told us it would "continue to improve the experience.") Maybe AI Mode will order something two sizes too large and ship to the wrong address, or maybe it'll serve you recommendations for Venice Beach.

Read: Google's new AI puts breasts on minors--and J.D. Vance

Despite these embarrassments, Google and its major AI competitors show no signs of slowing down. The promised convenience of everything apps is, after all, alluring: The more products of any one company you use, and the better integrated those products are, the more personalized and universal its everything app can be. Google even has a second contender in the race--its Gemini model, which, at the same conference, the company said will become a "universal AI assistant." Whether through Search or Gemini the company seems eager to integrate as many of its products and as much of its user data as possible.



On the surface, AI and the everything app seem set to dramatically change how people interact with technology--consolidating and streamlining search, social media, officeware, and more into a chatbot. But a bunch of everything apps vying for customers feels less like a race for innovation and more like empires warring over territory. Tech companies are running the same data-hungry playbook with their everything apps as they did in the markets that made them so dominant in the first place. Even OpenAI, which has evolved from a little-known nonprofit to a Silicon Valley behemoth, appears so eager to accumulate user data that it reportedly plans to launch a social-media network. The technology of the future looks awfully reliant on that of the past.
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It's the End of the World (And It's Their Fault)

The tech bros have ascended to movie-villain status.

by Charlie Warzel




It's late morning on a Monday in March and I am, for reasons I will explain momentarily, in a private bowling alley deep in the bowels of a $65 million mansion in Utah. Jesse Armstrong, the showrunner of HBO's hit series Succession, approaches me, monitor headphones around his neck and a wide grin on his face. "I take it you've seen the news," he says, flashing his phone and what appears to be his X feed in my direction. Of course I had. Everyone had: An hour earlier, my boss Jeffrey Goldberg had published a story revealing that U.S. national-security leaders had accidentally added him to a Signal group chat where they discussed their plans to conduct then-upcoming military strikes in Yemen. "Incredibly fucking depressing," Armstrong said. "No notes."



The moment felt a little bit like a glitch in the simulation, though it also pinpointed exactly the kind of challenge facing Armstrong. I had traveled to Park City to meet him on the set of Mountainhead, a film he wrote and directed for HBO (and which premieres this weekend). Mountainhead is an ambitious, extremely timely project about a group of tech billionaires gathering for a snowy poker weekend just as one of them releases AI-powered tools that cause a global crisis. Signalgate was the latest, most outrageous bit of news from the Trump administration that seemed to shift the boundaries of plausibility. How can Armstrong possibly satirize an era where reality feels like it's already cribbing from his scripts?



The film was billed to me as an attempt to capture the real power and bumbling hubris of a bunch of arrogant and wealthy men (played by Steve Carell, Cory Michael Smith, Jason Schwartzman, and Ramy Youssef) who try to rewire the world and find themselves in way over their heads. This was an easy premise for me to buy into, not just because of Signalgate, but also because I'd spent the better part of the winter reporting on Elon Musk's takeover of the federal government, during which time DOGE had reportedly made a 19-year-old computer programmer who goes by the online nickname "Big Balls" a senior adviser to the State Department. In order to keep the film feeling fresh in this breakneck news cycle, Armstrong pushed to complete the project on an extraordinarily short timeline: He pitched the film in December and wrote parts of the script in the back of a car while driving around with location scouts. When we met, Youssef told me that the "way it was shot naturally simulated Adderall."

Read: The 400-year-old tragedy that captures our chaos

By the time I met Armstrong--affable and easygoing both on and off set--he was unfazed by fact seeming stranger than his fiction. "There's almost something reassuring about it," he said. "It's all moving so fast and is so hard to believe that it allows me to just focus on the story I want to tell. I'm not too worried about the news beating me to the punch." Lots of his work, including Succession and some writing on political satires, such as Veep and The Thick of It, draw loose and sometimes close inspiration from current events. The trick, Armstrong told me, is finding a "comfortable distance" from what's happening in reality.



The goal is to let audiences bring their context to his art but still have a good time and not feel as if they're doomscrolling. For instance, one of the main characters in Mountainhead is an erratic social-media mogul named Venis (played by Smith), who's also the richest man in the world. But the comparisons to our real tech moguls aren't one-to-one. "I don't think you'd think he's a Musk cipher, nor is he a Zuck, but he takes something from him and probably from Sam Altman and maybe from Sam Bankman-Fried," Armstrong said.



Mountainhead is Armstrong's first project since Succession. That show's acclaim--19 Emmy and nine Golden Globe wins--cemented Armstrong and his team of writers as the preeminent satirists of contemporary power and wealth. His decision to focus on the tech world can feel like a cultural statement of its own. Succession managed to capture the depravity, hilarity, and emptiness of modern politics, media, and moguldom existing parallel to the perpetual real-life crises of its run from 2018 to 2023. But while Mountainhead has plenty of Succession's DNA--sharing many of the same producers and writers, and some of the crew--it's much more of a targeted strike than the 39-episode HBO show. Rather than a narrative epic of unserious failsons, the film offers a relatively straightforward portrait of buffoonish elites who believe that their runaway entrepreneurial success entitles them to rule over the lower-IQ'd masses. In some ways, Mountainhead picks up where a different HBO series, Silicon Valley, left off, exploring the limits of and poking fun at the myth of tech genius, albeit with a far darker tenor.



The tech guys weren't supposed to be the next group up in the blender, Armstrong told me. He was trying to work on a different project when he became interested in the fall of Bankman-Fried and his crypto empire. Armstrong is a voracious reader and something of a media nerd--on set, he joked that he's probably accidentally paying for dozens of niche Substacks--and quickly went down the tech rabbit hole. Reading news articles turned into skimming through biographies. Eventually, he ended up on YouTube, absorbed by the marathon interviews that tech titans did with Joe Rogan and Lex Fridman, and the gab sessions on the All-In podcast, which features prominent investors and Donald Trump's AI and crypto czar, David Sacks. "In the end, I just couldn't stop thinking about these people," he told me. "I was just swimming in the culture and language of these people for long enough that I got a good voice in my head. I got some of the vocabulary, but also the confidence-slash-arrogance."



As with Succession, vocabulary and tone are crucial to Mountainhead's pacing, humor, and authenticity. Armstrong and his producers have peppered the script with what he described as "podcast earworms." At one point, Carell's character, Randall, the elder-statesman venture capitalist, describes Youssef's character as a "decel with crazy p(doom) and zero risk tolerance." (Decel stands for a technological decelerationist; p(doom) is the probability of an AI apocalypse.)



"There was a lot of deciphering, a lot of looking up of phrases for all of us--taking notes and watching podcasts," Carell told me about his rapid preparation process. When we spoke, all of the actors stressed that they didn't model their characters off individual people. But some of the portraits are nonetheless damning. Youssef's character, Jeff, the youngest billionaire of the bunch, has built a powerful AI tool capable of stemming the tide of disinformation unleashed by Venis's social network. He has misgivings about the fallout from his friend's platform, but also sees his company's stock rising because of the chaos.

From the April 2025 issue: Growing up Murdoch

"One of the first things I said to Jesse was that I saw my younger, less emotionally developed self in the level of annoyingness, arrogance, and crudeness--mixed with a soft emotional instability--in Jeff," Youssef told me. "He reminded me of me in high school. I thought, These are the kind of guys who started coding in high school, and it's probably where their emotions stalled out in favor of that rampant ambition." This halted adolescence was a running theme. On a Tuesday evening around 9 p.m., I stood on set watching five consecutive takes of a scene (that was later cut from the film) where Youssef jumps onto a chair while calling a honcho at the IMF, and starts vigorously humping Schwartzman's head. The mansion itself is like a character in the film. The production designer Stephen Carter told me it was chosen in part because "it feels like something that was designed to impress your friends"--an ostentatious glass-and-metal structure with a private ski lift, rock wall,  bowling alley, and a full-size basketball court.



Carter, who also did production design on Succession, said that it's important to Armstrong that his productions are set in environments that accurately capture and mimic the scale of wealth and power of its characters. "Taste is fungible," Carter told me, "but the amount of square footage is not." They knew they'd settled on the right property when Marcel Zyskind, the director of photography, visited. "He almost felt physically ill when he walked into the house," Carter said. "Sort of like it was a violation of nature or something." The costuming choices reflected the banality of the tech elites, with a few flourishes, like the bright Polaris snowmobile jumpsuits and long underwear worn in one early scene. "Jesse has them casually decide the fate of the world while wearing their long johns," the costume designer, Susan Lyall, recounted.



True sickos like myself, who've followed the source material and news reports closely, can play the parlor game of trying to decode inspirations ripped from the headlines. Carell's character has the distinct nihilistic vibes of a Peter Thiel, but also utters pseudophilosophical phrases like "in terms of Aurelian stoicism and legal simplicity" that read like a Marc Andreessen tweetstorm of old. Schwartzman's character, Souper--the poorest of the group, whose nickname is short for soup kitchen--gives off an insecure, sycophantic vibe that reminds me of an acolyte from Musk's text messages.

Read: Elon Musk's texts shatter the myth of the tech genius

But Armstrong insists he's after something more than a roast. What made tech billionaires so appealing to him as a subject matter is their obsession with scale. To him, their extraordinary ambitions and egos, and the speed with which they move through the world, makes their potential to flame out as epic as their potential to rewire our world. And his characters, while eminently unlikable, all have flashes of tragic humanity. Venis seems unable to connect with his son; Jeff is wracked with a guilty conscience; Randall is terrified of his looming mortality; and Souper just wants to be loved. "I think where clever and stupid meet is quite an interesting place for comedy," Armstrong told me when I asked him about capturing the tone of the tech world. "And I think you can hear those two things clashing quite a lot in the discussions of really smart people. You know, the first-principles thinking, which they're so keen on, is great. But once you throw away all the guardrails, you can crash, right?"



By his own admission, Armstrong has respect for the intellects of some of the founders he's satirizing. Perhaps because he's written from their perspective, he's empathetic enough that he sees an impulse to help buried deep among the egos and the paternalism. "It's like how the politician always thinks they've got the answer," he said.  But he contends that Silicon Valley's scions could have more influence than those lawmakers. They can move faster than Washington's sclerotic politicians. There's less oversight too. The innovators don't ask for permission. Congress needs to pass laws; the tech overlords just need to push code to screw things up. "In this world where unimaginable waves of money are involved, the forces that are brought to bear on someone trying to do the right thing are pretty much impossible for a human to resist," he said. "You'd need a sort of world-historical figure to withstand those blandishments. And I don't think the people who are at the top are world-historical figures, at least in terms of their oral capabilities."



For Armstrong, capturing the humanity of these men paints a more unsettling portrait than pure billionaire-trolling might. For example, these men feel superhuman, but are also struggling with their own mortality and trying to build technologies that will let them live forever in the cloud. They are hyperconfident and also deeply insecure about their precise spots on the Forbes list. They spout pop philosophy but are selling nihilism. "We're gonna show users as much shit as possible until everyone realizes nothing's that fucking serious," Venis says at one point in the film. "Nothing means anything. And everything's funny and cool." In Mountainhead, as the global, tech-fueled chaos begins, Randall leads the billionaires in an "intellectual salon" where the group imagine the ways they could rescue the world from the disaster they helped cause. They bandy about ideas about "couping out" the United States or trying to go "post-human" by ushering in artificial general intelligence. At one point, not long after standing over a literal map of the world from the board game Risk, one billionaire asks, "Are we the Bolsheviks of a new techno world order that starts tonight?" Another quips: "I would seriously rather fix sub-Saharan Africa than launch a Sweetgreen challenger in the current market."



The paternalistic overconfidence of Armstrong's tech bros delivers the bulk of both the dark humor and the sobering cultural relevance in Mountainhead. Armstrong doesn't hold the viewers' hand, but asks them to lean into the performance. If they do, they'll see a portrayal that might very well give necessary context to the current moment: a group of unelected, self-proclaimed kings who view the world as a thought experiment or a seven-dimensional chess match. The problem is that the rest of us are the pawns.



"The scary thing is that usually--normally--democracy provides some guardrails for who has the power," Armstrong said near the end of our conversation. "But things are moving too fast for that to work in this case, right?" Mountainhead will certainly scratch the itch for Succession fans. But unlike his last hit, which revolved around blundering siblings who are desperate to acquire the power that their father wields, Armstrong's latest is about people who already have power and feel ordained to wield it. It's a dark, at times absurdist, comedy--but with the context of our reality, it sometimes feels closer to documentary horror.
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OpenAI Can Stop Pretending

The company is great at getting what it wants--whether or not it's beholden to a nonprofit mission.

by Matteo Wong




OpenAI is a strange company for strange times. Valued at $300 billion--roughly the same as seven Fords or one and a half PepsiCos--the AI start-up has an era-defining product in ChatGPT and is racing to be the first to build superintelligent machines. The company is also, to the apparent frustration of its CEO Sam Altman, beholden to its nonprofit status.



When OpenAI was founded in 2015, it was meant to be a research lab that would work toward the goal of AI that is "safe" and "benefits all of humanity." There wasn't supposed to be any pressure--or desire, really--to make money. Later, in 2019, OpenAI created a for-profit subsidiary to better attract investors--the types of people who might otherwise turn to the less scrupulous corporations that dot Silicon Valley. But even then, that part of the organization was under the nonprofit side's control. At the time, it had released no consumer products and capped how much money its investors could make.



Then came ChatGPT. OpenAI's leadership had intended for the bot to provide insight into how people would use AI without any particular hope for widespread adoption. But ChatGPT became a hit, kicking "off a growth curve like nothing we have ever seen," as Altman wrote in an essay this past January. The product was so alluring that the entire tech industry seemed to pivot overnight into an AI arms race. Now, two and a half years since the chatbot's release, Altman says some half a billion people use the program each week, and he is chasing that success with new features and products--for shopping, coding, health care, finance, and seemingly any other industry imaginable. OpenAI is behaving like a typical business, because its rivals are typical businesses, and massive ones at that: Google and Meta, among others.

Read: OpenAI's ambitions just became crystal clear

Now 2015 feels like a very long time ago, and the charitable origins have turned into a ball and chain for OpenAI. Last December, after facing concerns from potential investors that pouring money into the company wouldn't pay off because of the nonprofit mission and complicated governance structure, the organization announced plans to change that: OpenAI was seeking to transition to a for-profit. The company argued that this was necessary to meet the tremendous costs of building advanced AI models. A nonprofit arm would still exist, though it would separately pursue "charitable initiatives"--and it would not have any say over the actions of the for-profit, which would convert into a public-benefit corporation, or PBC. Corporate backers appeared satisfied: In March, the Japanese firm Softbank conditioned billions of dollars in investments on OpenAI changing its structure.



Resistance came as swiftly as the new funding. Elon Musk--a co-founder of OpenAI who has since created his own rival firm, xAI, and seems to take every opportunity to undermine Altman--wrote on X that OpenAI "was funded as an open source, nonprofit, but has become a closed source, profit-maximizer." He had already sued the company for abandoning its founding mission in favor of financial gain, and claimed that the December proposal was further proof. Many unlikely allies emerged soon after. Attorneys general in multiple states, nonprofit groups, former OpenAI employees, outside AI experts, economists, lawyers, and three Nobel laureates all have raised concerns about the pivot, even petitioning to submit briefs to Musk's lawsuit.



OpenAI backtracked, announcing a new plan earlier this month that would have the nonprofit remain in charge. Steve Sharpe, a spokesperson for OpenAI, told me over email that the new proposed structure "puts us on the best path to" build a technology "that could become one of the most powerful and beneficial tools in human history." (The Atlantic entered into a corporate partnership with OpenAI in 2024.)



Yet OpenAI's pursuit of industry-wide dominance shows no real signs of having hit a roadblock. The company has a close relationship with the Trump administration and is leading perhaps the biggest AI infrastructure buildout in history. Just this month, OpenAI announced a partnership with the United Arab Emirates and an expansion into personal gadgets--a forthcoming "family of devices" developed with Jony Ive, former chief design officer at Apple. For-profit or not, the future of AI still appears to be very much in Altman's hands.



Why all the worry about corporate structure anyway? Governance, boardroom processes, legal arcana--these things are not what sci-fi dreams are made of. Yet those concerned with the societal dangers that generative AI, and thus OpenAI, pose feel these matters are of profound importance. The still more powerful artificial "general" intelligence, or AGI, that OpenAI and its competitors are chasing could theoretically cause mass unemployment, worsen the spread of misinformation, and violate all sorts of privacy laws. In the highest-flung doomsday scenarios, the technology brings about civilizational collapse. Altman has expressed these concerns himself--and so OpenAI's 2019 structure, which gave the nonprofit final say over the for-profit's actions, was meant to guide the company toward building the technology responsibly instead of rushing to release new AI products, sell subscriptions, and stay ahead of competitors.



"OpenAI's nonprofit mission, together with the legal structures committing it to that mission, were a big part of my decision to join and remain at the company," Jacob Hilton, a former OpenAI employee who contributed to ChatGPT, among other projects, told me. In April, Hilton and a number of his former colleagues, represented by the Harvard law professor Lawrence Lessig, wrote a letter to the court hearing Musk's lawsuit, arguing that a large part of OpenAI's success depended on its commitment to safety and the benefit of humanity. To renege on, or at least minimize, that mission was a betrayal.



The concerns extend well beyond former employees. Geoffrey Hinton, a computer scientist at the University of Toronto who last year received a Nobel Prize for his AI research, told me that OpenAI's original structure would better help "prevent a super intelligent AI from ever wanting to take over." Hinton is one of the Nobel laureates who has publicly opposed the tech company's for-profit shift, alongside the economists Joseph Stiglitz and Oliver Hart. The three academics, joining a number of influential lawyers, economists, and AI experts, in addition to several former OpenAI employees, including Hilton, signed an open letter in April urging the attorneys general in Delaware and California--where the company's nonprofit was incorporated and where the company is headquartered, respectively--to closely investigate the December proposal. According to its most recent tax filing, OpenAI is intended to build AGI "that safely benefits humanity, unconstrained by a need to generate financial return," so disempowering the nonprofit seemed, to the signatories, self-evidently contradictory.

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

In its initial proposal to transition to a for-profit, OpenAI still would have had some accountability as a public-benefit corporation: A PBC legally has to try to make profits for shareholders alongside pursuing a designated "public benefit" (in this case, building "safe" and "beneficial" AI as outlined in OpenAI's founding mission). In its December announcement, OpenAI described the restructure as "the next step in our mission." But Michael Dorff, another signatory to the open letter and a law professor at UCLA who studies public-benefit corporations, explained to me that PBCs aren't necessarily an effective way to bring about public good. "They are not great enforcement tools," he said--they can "nudge" a company toward a given cause but do not give regulators much authority over that commitment. (Anthropic and xAI, two of OpenAI's main competitors, are also public-benefit corporations.)



OpenAI's proposed conversion also raised a whole other issue--a precedent for taking resources accrued under charitable intentions and repurposing them for profitable pursuits. And so yet another coalition, composed of nonprofits and advocacy groups, wrote its own petition for OpenAI's plans to be investigated, with the aim of preventing charitable organizations from being leveraged for financial gain in the future.



Regulators, it turned out, were already watching. Three days after OpenAI's December announcement of the plans to revoke nonprofit oversight, Kathy Jennings, the attorney general of Delaware, notified the court presiding over Musk's lawsuit that her office was reviewing the proposed restructure to ensure that the corporation was fulfilling its charitable interest to build AI that benefits all of humanity. California's attorney general, Rob Bonta, was reviewing the restructure, as well.



This ultimately led OpenAI to change plans. "We made the decision for the nonprofit to stay in control after hearing from civic leaders and having discussions with the offices of the Attorneys General of California and Delaware," Altman wrote in a letter to OpenAI employees earlier this month. The for-profit, meanwhile, will still transition to a PBC.



The new plan is not yet a done deal: The offices of the attorneys general told me that they are reviewing the new proposal. Microsoft, OpenAI's closest corporate partner, has not yet agreed to the new structure.



One could be forgiven for wondering what all the drama is for. Amid tension over OpenAI's corporate structure, the organization's corporate development hasn't so much as flinched. In just the past few weeks, the company has announced a new CEO of applications, someone to directly oversee and expand business operations; OpenAI for Countries, an initiative focused on building AI infrastructure around the world; and Codex, a powerful AI "agent" that does coding tasks. To OpenAI, these endeavors legitimately contribute to benefiting humanity: building more and more useful AI tools; bringing those tools and the necessary infrastructure to run them to people around the world; drastically increasing the productivity of software engineers. No matter OpenAI's ultimate aims, in a race against Google and Meta, some commercial moves are necessary to stay ahead. And enriching OpenAI's investors and improving people's lives are not necessarily mutually exclusive.



The greater issue is this: There is no universal definition for "safe" or "beneficial" AI. A chatbot might help doctors process paperwork faster and help a student float through high school without learning a thing; an AI research assistant could help climate scientists arrive at novel insights while also consuming huge amounts of water and fossil fuels. Whatever definition OpenAI applies will be largely determined by its board. Altman, in his May letter to employees, contended that OpenAI is on the best path "to continue to make rapid, safe progress and to put great AI in the hands of everyone." But everyone, in this case, has to trust OpenAI's definition of safe progress.



The nonprofit has not always been the most effective check on the company. In 2023, the nonprofit board--which then and now had "control" over the for-profit subsidiary--removed Altman from his position as CEO. But the company's employees revolted, and he was reinstated shortly thereafter with the support of Microsoft. In other words, "control" on paper does not always amount to much in reality. Sharpe, the OpenAI spokesperson, said the nonprofit will be able to appoint and remove directors to OpenAI's separate for-profit board, but declined to clarify whether its board will be able to remove executives (such as the CEO). The company is "continuing to work through the specific governance mandate in consultation with relevant stakeholders," he said.



Sharpe also told me that OpenAI will remove the cap on shareholder returns, which he said will satisfy the conditions for SoftBank's billions of dollars in investment. A top SoftBank executive has said "nothing has really changed" with OpenAI's restructure, despite the nonprofit retaining control. If investors are now satisfied, the underlying legal structure is irrelevant. Marc Toberoff, a lawyer representing Musk in his lawsuit against OpenAI, wrote in a statement that "SoftBank pulled back the curtain on OpenAI's corporate theater and said the quiet part out loud. OpenAI's recent 'restructuring' proposal is nothing but window dressing."



Lessig, the lawyer who represented the former OpenAI employees, told me that "it's outrageous that we are allowing the development of this potentially catastrophic technology with nobody at any level doing any effective oversight of it." Two years ago, Altman, in Senate testimony, seemed to agree with that notion: He told lawmakers that "regulatory intervention by governments will be critical to mitigate the risks" of powerful AI. But earlier this month, only a few days after writing to his employees and investors that "as AI accelerates, our commitment to safety grows stronger," he told the Senate something else: Too much regulation would be "disastrous" for America's AI industry. Perhaps--but it might also be in the best interests of humanity.
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Profit and Power

Panelists joined to discuss Donald Trump's willingness to mix public office with personal benefit.

by The Editors




Donald Trump's willingness to mix public office with personal benefit is facing scrutiny, as are his latest pardons. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined last night to discuss how the president may be using his power to profit, and more.

Meanwhile, Trump's battle with Harvard continued this week. Panelists considered how that fight is being received by voters and Republican lawmakers--and whether the president's continued crackdown on higher education could have political consequences.

For Republicans, Trump's action against Harvard is "not something that they want to break with the president on," Leigh Ann Caldwell said last night. "This is not an issue that they're willing to stand in front of him on, like most issues."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent for The New York Times; Leigh Ann Caldwell, the chief Washington correspondent at Puck; and Stephen Hayes, the editor of The Dispatch.

Watch the full episode here.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2025/05/trump-profit-power-washington-week/683001/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            U.S. | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Video | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      Health | The Atlantic

      
        'I'm Treating Guys Who Would Never Be Caught Dead in a Casino'
        Hana Kiros

        Gambling has swallowed American sports culture whole. Until early 2018, sports betting was illegal under federal law; today, it's legal in 39 states and Washington, D.C. (and easy enough to access through backdoor channels even in the states where it isn't). During NFL games, gambling commercials air more often than ads for beer. Commentators analyze not just whether a team can win, but if they might win by at least the number of points by which they're favored on betting apps. Nearly half of men...
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        Every Monday and Wednesday, students at Channelview High School, outside Houston, are treated to Domino's for lunch. Delivery drivers from a local branch of the fast-food chain arrive at the school with dozens of pizzas fresh out of the oven, served in Domino's-branded cardboard boxes. Children can be picky eaters, but few foods are more universally enticing than freshly cooked pizza--let alone from a restaurant students are almost certainly already familiar with. "For kids to be able to see Oh, t...
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        Alex Hutchinson

        It was a travesty--two travesties, actually, separate but inextricably linked. In May 1953, Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay became the first people to reach the summit of Mount Everest, a challenge that had killed more than a dozen people in the preceding decades and that scientists had once declared impossible. The catch: They breathed canisters of pure oxygen, an aid that the Everest pioneer George Mallory--one of those who died on the mountain--had once dismissed as "a damnable heresy."A month ...
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        Yasmin Tayag

        The morning of April 28, 2004, started like the rest of Jeff Turner's mornings in Iraq. Breakfast in the chow hall, a walk across the grounds to his station. The same sun, the same palm trees, the same desert. But the two distant thumps Turner heard as he left the hall were unusual. Boy, that sounds like mortars, he thought.The hall exploded first. Shards of its metal frame shot into his flesh. The second bomb erupted in the sand nearby, encircling him in smoke. Turner dove between two parked mai...
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        Updated at 3:38 p.m. ET on May 31, 2025Solving HIV vaccination--a puzzle that scientists have been tackling for decades without success--could be like cracking the code to a safe. The key, they now think, may be delivering a series of different shots in a specific sequence, iteratively training the body to produce a strong, broad immune response that will endure against the fast-mutating virus, ideally for a lifetime.Figuring out which ingredients to include in those shots, and in which order, is o...

      

      
        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...
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'I'm Treating Guys Who Would Never Be Caught Dead in a Casino'

Sports betting seems to be spurring a rise in gambling addiction--one that the U.S. isn't equipped to address.

by Hana Kiros




Gambling has swallowed American sports culture whole. Until early 2018, sports betting was illegal under federal law; today, it's legal in 39 states and Washington, D.C. (and easy enough to access through backdoor channels even in the states where it isn't). During NFL games, gambling commercials air more often than ads for beer. Commentators analyze not just whether a team can win, but if they might win by at least the number of points by which they're favored on betting apps. Nearly half of men younger than 50 now have an account with an online sports book, and Americans spent about $150 billion on sports wagers last year. I regularly get ads on my phone offering me a complimentary $200 in sports bets, as long as I gamble $5 first.

As betting has overrun American sports, other forms of gambling are also on the rise. According to industry data, American casinos are more popular now than at any point on record. The age of their average patron had been crawling upward for years, but since sports betting was legalized at the federal level, it has plummeted by nearly a decade, to approximately 42. Some signs point to gambling problems increasing, too. No centralized entity tracks gambling addiction, but if its scale comes even close to matching the new scale of sports betting, the United States is unequipped to deal with it.

In its power to ruin and even end lives, gambling addiction is remarkably similar to drug dependency. Imaging studies show that pathological gamblers and people with substance addictions share patterns of brain activity. They are more likely to experience liver disease, heart disease, and sleep deprivation, whether it originates in the anxiety of concealing a gambling addiction or because someone is up wagering on contests, such as cricket and table tennis, that happen in faraway time zones. The best national survey available, which dates to well before the rise of sports betting, found that 2 million to 4 million Americans will experience a gambling disorder at some point in their life; one in six people with a gambling disorder attempts suicide. Even if their death certificate says differently, "I've had several patients who died because of the emotional pain from their gambling disorder," Timothy Fong, a psychiatrist specializing in addiction treatment and a co-director of UCLA's gambling-studies program, told me.

Fong, like the other researchers I spoke with, said that rapid forms of gambling, especially those that allow you to place multiple bets at one time, tend to be especially addictive. For decades, sports betting mostly involved wagers on who'd win a match, by how much, and total points scored--outcomes resolved over the course of hours. Now apps offer endless in-game bets decided in seconds. Last year, I watched the Super Bowl with a friend who bet on the national anthem lasting less than 90.5 seconds--the smart money, according to the analysts. He lost when Reba McEntire belted the song's last words twice.

The ability to place one bet after another encourages a hallmark behavior of problem gamblers--when deep in the red, instead of walking away, they bet bigger. "Viewing sports gambling as a way to make money is likely to end badly," Joshua Grubbs, a gambling researcher at the University of New Mexico, told me. "Gamblers that think that gambling is a way toward economic success or financial payouts almost always have far more problem-gambling symptoms." And some apps actively blur the already hazy line between betting and other financial activities. For instance, the financial platform Robinhood, where millions of people trade meme stocks and manage their retirement accounts, began offering online sports "events contracts" (a type of investment whose payout depends on traders' correctly predicting the outcome of a specified event) during March Madness this year through a partnership with the financial exchange Kalshi. (A Robinhood spokesperson told me this "emergent asset class" differs significantly from sports betting because users, not the house, set the prices, and can more easily exit their positions. But the experience of "investing" in an events contract is virtually indistinguishable from betting.) Financial markets have recently started offering services like this even in states where sports betting is illegal. State gambling regulators have called foul, but the federal government has so far made no move to stop the companies. As the courts sort out whether any of this is legal, Robinhood decided to let customers trade on the Indy 500 and the French Open.

Several recent trends suggest that problem gambling might be on the rise in the U.S. Calls to state gambling helplines have increased. (This might be partly explained by advocacy groups marketing their helplines more aggressively than ever; gambling companies also tack the numbers onto their ubiquitous ads.) Fong said that he was recently invited to speak to a consortium of family lawyers, whose divorce clients have started asking, "How do I protect my children from the damage of their father's gambling?" Researchers and counselors are especially worried about single young men who play in fantasy sports leagues, bet on sports, day trade, and consider gambling a good way to make money. Gamblers Anonymous is rolling out groups for young people. "I'm treating guys who would never be caught dead in a casino," James Whelan, a clinical psychologist who runs treatment clinics for gambling addiction in Tennessee, told me.

Read: How casinos enable gambling addicts

These imperfect proxy measures, along with incomplete data trickling out of a few states, are the best indicators that researchers have about the extent of gambling addiction. Experts are also unsure how long any increase in problem gambling might last: Some studies suggest that the prevalence of gambling problems tends to equalize after a spike, but those findings are usually limited to physical casinos and remain debated within the field. According to researchers I spoke with, no study has established the prevalence of gambling addiction in the U.S. since sports betting became widespread. Federal agencies dedicated to alcoholism and substance abuse allocate billions of research dollars to American universities every year. Yet for decades, the federal government--the largest funder of American research--has earmarked zero dollars for research on gambling activity or addiction specifically, despite collecting millions annually from gambling taxes. (The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, which collects national data on behavioral health and funds research into it, declined to comment.)

Gambling-addiction treatment is "50 years behind where we are with drugs or alcohol or any other substance," Michael Sciandra, the executive director of the Nebraska Council on Problem Gambling, told me. Doctors and therapists, even those who specialize in treating addiction, rarely screen for issues with gambling, he said. Among the handful of dedicated gambling-addiction treatment providers around the country, many deploy cognitive behavioral therapy, which studies suggest can at least temporarily improve patients' quality of life and reduce the severity of their gambling problem. But discrepancies in treatment approaches and tiny trial sizes make it difficult to say exactly how many patients the therapy helps. Two medications used to treat alcoholism and opioid addiction have also been found to reduce the severity of gambling addiction across a handful of small clinical trials. But the evidence needed for FDA approval would require large and expensive clinical trials that no one seems eager to fund, Marc Potenza, the director of Yale's Center of Excellence in Gambling Research, told me.

Because the federal government doesn't fund gambling-addiction treatment, each state decides what resources to make available. A Tennessee caller to the national helpline 1-800-GAMBLER might be put through to their state's helpline and then connected to the network of government-subsidized clinics Whelan runs across the state. But in states with bare-bones offerings, workers typically refer callers to peer-support groups such as Gamblers Anonymous, or to online resources on budgeting, says Cole Wogoman, a director at the National Council on Problem Gambling, which runs the helpline. Studies have found that each of these strategies is less effective than therapy.

Charles Fain Lehman: Legalizing sports gambling was a huge mistake

Texas could be an example of how unprepared the U.S. is to deal with any increase in problem gamblers. The state's gambling laws are among the strictest in the country, and yet it still sends the second-highest number of callers (behind California) to 1-800-GAMBLER. This November, Texans might vote on a constitutional amendment to allow sports betting. The state of more than 30 million has no funding for gambling treatment and only three certified gambling counselors, according to Carol Ann Maner, who is one of them. The state's official hub for gambling help, which Maner leads, was founded just this spring.

Once they find the money, Maner and her colleagues plan to finally set up the state's own helpline. But first, they need to recruit and train more therapists for a job that, thanks to a lack of state and federal funding, might require turning away uninsured clients. That's a daunting task. Finding the apps Texans can use to get around gambling restrictions is easy.
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MAHA Has a Pizza Problem

Functionally banning school pizza is a tough sell.

by Nicholas Florko




Every Monday and Wednesday, students at Channelview High School, outside Houston, are treated to Domino's for lunch. Delivery drivers from a local branch of the fast-food chain arrive at the school with dozens of pizzas fresh out of the oven, served in Domino's-branded cardboard boxes. Children can be picky eaters, but few foods are more universally enticing than freshly cooked pizza--let alone from a restaurant students are almost certainly already familiar with. "For kids to be able to see Oh, they're serving Domino's, I think it makes a huge difference," Tanya Edwards, the district's director of nutrition, told me.



The deliveries are part of Domino's "Smart Slice" initiative, which sends pizzas to school districts around the country--often at little or no cost to students themselves. "Smart Slice" is part of the national school-lunch program, so taxpayers foot a portion of the bill to guarantee that every kid has lunch to eat. Despite kids' enthusiasm, you can see the problem: Students munching on free fast food might seem to embody everything wrong with the American diet. If school cafeterias can be thought of as classrooms where kids learn about food, giving them Domino's would be akin to teaching driver's-ed students how to drive by letting them play Grand Theft Auto.



The days of school Domino's--and school pizza in general--are numbered. Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and his supporters are on a mission to overhaul school lunch. Late last month, the Trump administration's Make America Healthy Again Commission released a highly anticipated report on children's health that pointed to school meals as one venue where ultra-processed foods are offered to kids unabated, contributing to obesity and other kinds of chronic disease. Unless cafeteria workers make school pizza from scratch, nearly every kind contains industrial ingredients that qualify the meal as an ultra-processed food. In effect, ridding school lunch of ultra-processed foods means the end of pizza day as we know it.



Many of the food reforms pushed by RFK Jr.'s movement are popular. Doing away with artificial food dyes, for example, is far more sensible than Kennedy's conspiracist views about vaccines. But in the case of banning most school pizza, RFK Jr. could be facing a tougher sell. MAHA's vision for food is about to run headfirst into a bunch of hungry kids in a school cafeteria.



Even though Domino's school pizza is delivered by Domino's drivers carrying Domino's pizza boxes, the company's Smart Slice is different from what would arrive at your door should you order a pie for dinner tonight. Cafeteria pizza has to abide by nutrition standards for school meals that the Obama administration spearheaded in 2010. The overly cheesy rectangular pizza with a cracker-like crust that you might have eaten in school no longer cuts it. Consider Domino's Smart Slice pepperoni pizza: It's made with mostly whole-wheat flour, low-fat cheese, and pepperoni that has half as much sodium than typical Domino's pepperoni. It's not a green salad by any means, but school Domino's is far from the worst thing kids could eat.



Other common cafeteria offerings--such as mini corndogs, mozzarella sticks, and chicken tenders--are also now more nutritious than in decades past. Those standards could still be improved (and we're still talking about corndogs, mozzarella sticks, and chicken tenders), but they have led companies to sell slightly healthier versions of their foods in schools. Research has shown that, on average, school meals are now the healthiest things kids eat in a day.



In an email, HHS Press Secretary Vianca N. Rodriguez Feliciano said that "while some of these products may technically meet outdated federal guidelines, they are still heavily engineered, nutritionally weak, and designed for corporate profit, not for the health of our kids." Indeed, school lunch starts to look considerably less healthy if you account for the growing concern over ultra-processed foods. Many school lunches are made in factories with chemicals such as emulsifiers and flavor enhancers you wouldn't find in a home kitchen. Eating lots of ultra-processed foods is associated with a range of maladies, including Type 2 diabetes and heart disease, though nutritionists are deeply divided on just how much we should be fretting over these industrial ingredients.



To some degree, whether school pizza should be avoided because it's ultra-processed is besides the point. By allowing Domino's into school cafeterias, the government also is essentially giving the company carte blanche to advertise its pizza. Serving Smart Slice out of a typical Domino's box gives "the false impression to children and parents that the less-healthy products served in their restaurants are healthy choices," Jennifer Harris, a food-marketing expert, told me in an email.



Kennedy has called for schools to serve "real food, whole food, farm-fresh food," instead of anything ultra-processed. It would, of course, be better for school cafeterias to swap out the pepperoni pizza with salad and chicken breast. But for many kids, school lunch subsidized by the government may be their only real meal of the day. At Channelview, where such a large portion of students are eligible for public assistance that everyone eats for free, simply getting food in kids' bellies is top of mind. "I can make a fancy little sweet-potato black-bean bowl, but I don't think my kids are going to eat it," Tanya Edwards said. "Instead, they are going to go home hungry, and I don't really know what they have at home."



The concern isn't theoretical. Evidence shows that when school meals are too healthy, a sizable portion of kids simply get off the lunch line. In the early 2010s, when the Los Angeles Unified School District overhauled its lunch offerings--an effort that included removing pizza from the menu--schools reported that massive amounts of food were landing in the trash. (The district later brought back pizza, and pepperoni pizza is now the district's most popular item, a spokesperson said.) Food waste is a perennial issue in school meal programs. A Department of Agriculture study of more than 100 schools found that an average of 31 percent of the vegetables included on observed school lunch trays were wasted. Pizza, however, was among the least wasted food, along with breaded and fried chicken patties and nuggets.



Even advocates for healthier school meals admit that there's a limit to how much students will tolerate healthier offerings. "We definitely need to harness school food to educate kids about healthy eating, but I don't think that means no pizza," Janet Poppendieck, a professor emerita at Hunter College who wrote a book on fixing school meals, told me. "We need to include healthy versions of kids' favorite foods; otherwise, I don't think they'll eat." In part to ensure that kids actually eat lunch, many school districts seem to have pizza day at least once a week. A spokesperson for Florida's Hillsborough County Public Schools, the seventh-largest district in the country, told me that its first, second, fifth, and seventh most popular entrees are all in the pizza family (No. 5 is mini calzones; No. 7 is pizza sticks). All told, the district has doled out nearly 3 million servings this school year.



If it wanted to, the Trump administration could simply force kids to suck it up and literally eat their vegetables. Technically the responsibility of overseeing the school-meal program falls to the USDA--which isn't under Kennedy's purview--but Secretary of Agriculture Brooke Rollins has signaled that she is onboard with MAHA-ing school lunch. Still, any attempt to enact a ban would likely invite significant backlash. In 2023, when the federal government floated the idea of banning the sale of sugary chocolate milk in elementary and middle schools, many parents flooded the government with complaints. So did some students: Ben, a fourth grader who left only his first name, wrote in an official comment to the USDA that it should abandon the proposal "because students are super MAD." Members of Congress also put pressure on regulators to stop the reform. The USDA later abandoned the chocolate-milk ban. In 2011, after the Obama administration released its new guidelines for school lunch, Republicans in Congress tried to fight back against healthier pizza by classifying the dish as a vegetable.



It's no wonder why MAHA has a problem with school pizza. Kennedy has pointed to corporate malfeasance as a leading source of America's diet problems. You don't have to be a fan of his to feel uneasy that Domino's, a fast-food company that sells philly-cheese-steak-loaded tater tots, is participating in a taxpayer-funded program meant to feed kids nutritious meals. But Kennedy's favored approach to food and, well, everything--big proposals and dramatic overhauls--isn't well suited to school meals. The health secretary might dream of kids eating from a salad bar stocked with seed-oil-free dressings five days a week, but ending school pizza day won't automatically make that happen. Telling kids what to eat is one thing; getting them to eat it is another.
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Mount Everest's Xenon-Gas Controversy Will Last Forever

History is repeating itself in the world of controversial sports records.

by Alex Hutchinson




It was a travesty--two travesties, actually, separate but inextricably linked. In May 1953, Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay became the first people to reach the summit of Mount Everest, a challenge that had killed more than a dozen people in the preceding decades and that scientists had once declared impossible. The catch: They breathed canisters of pure oxygen, an aid that the Everest pioneer George Mallory--one of those who died on the mountain--had once dismissed as "a damnable heresy."

A month later, a young British medical trainee named Roger Bannister just missed running the first sub-four-minute mile, another long-standing barrier sometimes dubbed "Everest on the track." But he did it in a race where his training partner let himself be lapped in order to pace Bannister all the way to the finish line, violating rules about fair play due to the advantages of pacing. Bannister's American rival, Wes Santee, was unimpressed. "Maybe I could run a four-minute mile behind one of my father's ranch horses," he said, "if that's what you want."

Funny how history repeats itself. Fast-forward to a couple of weeks ago: A controversy erupted in the world of mountaineering, when four British climbers summited Everest just five days after jetting to Nepal from the United Kingdom. To skip the usual weeks or months spent gradually adjusting to high altitude, they paid a reported $153,000 each for a bespoke protocol that included inhaling xenon gas to help them adjust more rapidly. Meanwhile, on the track, Kenya's three-time Olympic champion, Faith Kipyegon, is preparing for a carefully choreographed, Nike-sponsored attempt to become the first woman to run a mile in under four minutes. It's slated for June 26 in Paris and will almost certainly violate the same pacing rules that Bannister's run did.

Both initiatives are, by any measure, remarkable feats of human ingenuity and endurance. They're also making people very angry.

The xenon-fueled expedition was organized by an Austrian guide named Lukas Furtenbach, who is known for his tech-focused approach to expeditions. He has previously had clients sleep in altitude tents at home for weeks to pre-acclimatize them to the thin mountain air. What made the new ascent different is that, in addition to sleeping in altitude tents, the four British climbers visited a clinic in Germany where they inhaled xenon gas, whose oxygen-boosting potential has been rumored for years. The World Anti-Doping Agency banned xenon in 2014 after allegations that Russian athletes used it for that year's Winter Olympics. But subsequent studies on its athletic effects have produced mixed results. Other research in animals has hinted at the possibility that it could offer protection from potentially fatal forms of altitude illness, which can occur when climbers ascend too rapidly. For now, the strongest evidence that it helps high-altitude mountaineers comes from Furtenbach's own self-experimentation over the past few years.

When news of Furtenbach's plans emerged earlier this year, the International Climbing and Mountaineering Federation's medical commission put out a statement arguing that xenon probably doesn't work and could be dangerous because of its sedative effects. Other critics have pointed out that shorter expeditions mean less paying work for the Sherpa guides in the region. But these criticisms can feel like post hoc justifications for the fact that many mountaineers simply have a gut-level aversion to what seems like a shortcut to the summit. Their objection isn't to xenon itself but to the idea of making Everest easier.

That's the same problem many runners have with Kipyegon's sub-four-minute-mile attempt. Women have made extraordinary progress in the event since Diane Leather notched the first sub-five in 1954, but under conventional racing conditions, no one expects a sub-four anytime soon. Kipyegon is the fastest female miler in history: Her current world record, set in 2023, is 4:07.64, which leaves her more than 50 yards behind four-minute pace--an enormous deficit to overcome in a sport where, at the professional level, progress is measured in fractions of a second. Nike has promised "a holistic system of support that optimizes every aspect of her attempt," including "footwear, apparel, aerodynamics, physiology and mind science," but hasn't revealed any details of what that support might look like. That means critics--and there are many--don't yet have any specific innovation to object to; they just have the tautological sense that any intervention capable of instantly making a miler 7.7 seconds faster must by definition be unfair. (I reached out to Nike for further specifics about the attempt, but the company declined to comment.)

It's a safe bet that new shoes will be involved. Kipyegon's effort, dubbed Breaking4 by Nike, is a sequel to the company's Breaking2 marathon in 2017, in which Kipyegon's fellow Kenyan Eliud Kipchoge came within 25 seconds of breaking two hours at a time when the official world record was 2:02:57. Kipchoge's feat was made possible in part by a new type of running shoe featuring a stiff carbon-fiber plate embedded in a thick and bouncy foam midsole, an innovation that has since revolutionized the sport. But the reason his time didn't count as a world record was that, like Bannister, he had a squad of pacers who rotated in and out to block the wind for him all the way to the finish line. That's also likely to be a key for Kipyegon. In fact, scientists published an analysis earlier this year suggesting that a similar drafting approach would be enough to take Kipyegon all the way from 4:07 to 3:59 without any other aids.

Bannister's paced-time trial in 1953 was ruled ineligible for records because, per the British Amateur Athletic Board, it wasn't "a bona fide competition according to the rules." Still, the effort had served its purpose. "Only two painful seconds now separated me from the four-minute mile," Bannister later wrote, "and I was certain that I could cut down the time." Sure enough, less than a year later, Bannister entered the history books with a record-legal 3:59.4. Similarly, Kipchoge went on to break two hours in another exhibition race in 2019, and Nike's official line is that it hopes that feat will pave the way for a record-legal sub-two in the future. (It's certainly getting closer: The world record now stands at 2:00:35.) In 1978, a quarter century after Hillary and Norgay's historic ascent, Reinhold Messner and Peter Habeler climbed Everest without supplemental oxygen.



One view of innovation in sports, advanced by the bioethicist Thomas Murray, is that people's perceptions are shaped by how new ideas and techniques are introduced. The status quo always seems reasonable: Of course we play tennis with graphite rackets rather than wooden ones, use the head-first Fosbury flop to clear high-jump bars, and climb mountains with the slightly stretchable kernmantle ropes developed in the 1950s. But many of these same innovations seem more troublesome during the transition periods, especially if only some people have access to them.

When Bannister finally broke the four-minute barrier, he was once again paced by his training partners, but only for about the first three-quarters of the race. This form of pacing remained highly controversial, but because none of the pacemakers had deliberately allowed himself to be lapped, the record was allowed to stand. These days, such pacing is so routine that there are runners who make a living doing nothing but pacing races for others, always dropping out before the finish. The full-race pacing that Kipyegon will likely use in Breaking4 remains verboten; the slightly different pacing that leads runners almost all the way through the race but forces them to run the last lap alone is simply business as usual. Oxygen in a can is good; xenon in a can is bad. These are subtle distinctions.

Sports are, in at least some respects, a zero-sum game: When one person wins a race or sets a record, it unavoidably means that someone else doesn't. Even at the recreational level, if everyone decides to run marathons in carbon-plated shoes that make them five minutes faster, the standards needed to qualify for the Boston Marathon get five minutes faster. "Once an effective technology gets adopted in a sport, it becomes tyrannical," Murray told me several years ago, when I was writing about athletes experimenting with electric brain stimulation. "You have to use it." In the '50s, a version of that rationale seemed to help the British expedition that included Hillary and Norgay overcome the long-standing objections of British climbers to using oxygen--the French had an Everest expedition planned for 1954 and the Swiss for 1955, and both were expected to use oxygen.

Less clear, though, is why this rationale should apply to the modern world of recreational mountaineering in which Furtenbach operates. What does anyone--other than perhaps the climbers themselves, if you think journeys trump destinations--lose when people huff xenon in order to check Everest off their list with maximal efficiency? Maybe they're making the mountain more crowded, but you could also argue that they're making it less crowded by getting up and down more quickly. And it's hard to imagine that Furtenbach's critics are truly lying awake at night worrying about the long-term health of his clients.

Something else is going on here, and I'd venture that it has to do with human psychology. A Dutch economist named Adriaan Kalwij has a theory that much of modern life is shaped by people's somewhat pathological tendency to view everything as a competition. "Both by nature and through institutional design, competitions are an integral part of human lives," Kalwij writes, "from college entrance exams and scholarship applications to jobs, promotions, contracts, and awards." The same ethos seems to color the way we see dating, leisure travel, hobbies, and so on: There's no escape from the zero-sum dichotomy of winners and losers.

Kalwij's smoking gun is a phenomenon that sociologists call the "SES-health gradient," which refers to the disparities in health between people of high and low socioeconomic status. Despite the rise of welfare supports such as pensions and health care, the SES-health gradient has been widening around the world--even, Kalwij has found, among Olympic athletes. There used to be no difference in longevity among Dutch Olympians based on their occupation. But among the most recent cohort, born between 1920 and 1947, athletes in high-SES jobs, such as lawyers, tend to outlive athletes in low-SES jobs by an average of 11 years. As Kalwij interprets it, making an Olympic team is a life-defining win, but getting stuck in a poorly paying dead-end job is a loss that begets an endless series of other losses: driving a beater, living in a lousy apartment, flying economy. These losses have cumulative psychological and physiological consequences.

Some things in life really are competitions, of course. Track and field is one of them, and so we should police attempts to bend its rules with vigilance. Other things, such as being guided up Everest, are not--or at least they shouldn't be. The people who seem most upset about the idea of rich bros crushing Everest in a week are those who have climbed it in six or eight or 12 weeks, whose place in the cosmic pecking order has been downgraded by an infinitesimal notch. But I, too, was annoyed when I read about it, despite the fact that I've never strapped on a crampon. Their win, in some convoluted way, felt like my loss.

Another detail in Kalwij's research sticks in my mind. Among American Olympians, silver medalists tend to die a few years earlier than either gold or bronze medalists. Kalwij theorizes that these results, too, are related to people's outlook. Gold medalists are thrilled to win, and bronze medalists are thrilled to make the podium; silver medalists see themselves as "the No. 1 loser," as Jerry Seinfeld once put it. With that in mind, I've tried to reframe my attitude about the xenon controversy. Let the annual Everest frenzy continue, with or without xenon, and let its allure continue to draw the most hard-edged and deep-pocketed summit baggers. Meanwhile, leave the other, lesser-known mountains for the rest of us to enjoy in tranquility. I'd call that a win.
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A PTSD Therapy 'Seemed Too Good to Be True'

What if overcoming trauma can be painless?

by Yasmin Tayag




The morning of April 28, 2004, started like the rest of Jeff Turner's mornings in Iraq. Breakfast in the chow hall, a walk across the grounds to his station. The same sun, the same palm trees, the same desert. But the two distant thumps Turner heard as he left the hall were unusual. Boy, that sounds like mortars, he thought.



The hall exploded first. Shards of its metal frame shot into his flesh. The second bomb erupted in the sand nearby, encircling him in smoke. Turner dove between two parked mail vans. There, he began to register the screams from the chow hall. A soldier who had been chasing Turner down found him soaked in blood. "You've got a problem, sergeant," the soldier told him.



The mortar had ripped through the hall's canvas roof and sprayed shrapnel in every direction. Compared to others, Turner was lucky. He walked away from the attack with wounds deep in his leg and under the wristband of his watch. The next day, he was back at work.



But he knew something was off. He soon found his heart pounding throughout mundane tasks. Loud noises sent him leaping into bunkers. What little sleep he got was plagued with nightmares; waking launched him into a state of panic. Some of these symptoms persisted for years. A decade after the explosion, the flashbacks began. Vivid memories of war would flood his vision, freezing him in place. He didn't know what was happening at first, but he eventually noticed certain triggers: the bang of a dump truck, the scent of wet canvas. "It would bring me back, just like that," Turner told me. "I would be stuck."



Flashbacks, along with nightmares, sleeplessness, and a heightened sense of fear, are hallmark symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder. Without treatment, some people with PTSD begin to notice distortions in their behavior and mood. They feel like they are in constant danger, because the past keeps barging in on the present. The fear makes them avoidant, and they withdraw into isolation. Shame, guilt, and anger fester; depression and a dramatically higher risk of suicide can follow. Turner received his diagnosis when his tour ended in 2005. At home, he snapped at his wife and kids. He kept misplacing his keys and losing his hat. Rage consumed him at all times, except when he was drunk. "I was a completely different person," he said.



Treating PTSD revolves around a central question: How do you get a person to leave the past in the past? Researchers work on ways to distance patients from the intense feelings a recollection of a traumatic moment can evoke. Since PTSD was first recognized by the medical field more than 40 years ago, the prevailing psychotherapeutic treatment has entailed facing the trauma head-on. In prolonged-exposure therapy, patients revisit their trauma in weekly sessions with therapists in the hope that repetition will extinguish their fears. The idea is, essentially, to face your demons, to look terror in the eye. And it works. Prolonged exposure, which has been extensively studied and is endorsed by the National Center for PTSD, the leading PTSD-research center housed in the Department of Veterans Affairs, has been found to help nearly 70 percent of patients who complete treatment. The past recedes; life can move forward again.



The problem with prolonged exposure, however, is that it can be incredibly hard to get through. Charging right toward trauma invites immense pain. It can be so harrowing that people drop out of treatment. Fewer than half of patients actually complete it, according to the largest-ever study of psychotherapy treatment for PTSD in veterans.



PTSD is more common among veterans than civilians. It's also deadlier. Among people with current or past diagnoses, the risk of death by suicide for veterans is roughly double that of civilians. The urgency of the situation has led researchers to develop alternative therapies for PTSD: medications, new forms of talk therapy, regimens involving virtual reality, and, most controversially, psychedelics. After years rotating through a jumble of medications and therapies with limited effects, in 2023, Turner took an even less conventional route. He landed on a little-known treatment called Reconsolidation of Traumatic Memories.

RTM comes with a big, perhaps even fantastical claim: that treating PTSD can be painless. Turner was skeptical but figured he had nothing to lose. To his surprise, the treatment seemed to be the only thing that worked. After just five sessions, he told me, his flashbacks disappeared. "It was the weirdest thing," he said. "When I did it, it was done." The treatment, he told me, was "a bit of a miracle."

With an unorthodox approach and apparently dramatic results, RTM invites--and demands--scrutiny. Many researchers look at it suspiciously, if they've heard about it at all. Most I spoke with for this article hadn't. Michael Roy, a retired Army colonel who has spent decades researching PTSD, is the exception. In 2017, RTM proponents presented anecdotes of the treatment's purportedly miraculous effects at the Uniformed Services University of the Health Sciences in Bethesda, Maryland, where Roy is a professor of medicine. He listened dubiously. "At first, I was kind of skeptical of the whole thing," he told me. But after he conferred with a colleague, his doubt gave way to curiosity. RTM might be worth researching, he thought, if it could be studied in a rigorous way.



The treatment intrigued Roy because it attempts a softer, gentler way of confronting past trauma. If prolonged exposure plunges headfirst into a painful memory, RTM dips a toe in, testing the waters. Instead of talking openly about a difficult memory, RTM patients reimagine their trauma through a series of specific mental exercises meant to fade its emotional charge. Like other types of psychotherapy, RTM uses movies as a metaphor for replaying a traumatic memory. But where RTM differs is the extreme--even comical--regimentation it employs to achieve its desired effect.

Read: When PTSD is contagious

The therapy follows a manualized 89-step protocol. First, you're asked to imagine yourself seated in a movie theater that you associate with happy memories, taking in the sensory details: the scent of popcorn, the plush seats. Next, you detach from your body--floating up, then backward toward the projection booth. Suddenly, you become the projectionist and hit "Play." As a minute-long, black-and-white clip of your trauma rolls, you watch your seated self watching the screen.



Meanwhile, the therapist observes your reactions. The subtlest flicker--a shift in posture, a clenched jaw--prompts the therapist to bring you back to the present, redirecting your attention, say, by asking you to spell your name backwards. Once you've calmed down, you return to the theater. Only this time, you're told to tweak the film in any way that makes it easier to watch: You might change the camera angle, move the screen back 20 feet, or replace everyone with stick figures. You replay the clip in your mind. If it's still distressing, you adjust it again and again, until you can repeatedly "watch" it from start to finish without reacting. The point is to make the trauma mundane. Ideally, the experience leaves you bored.



When you can consistently watch the clip without reacting, the second phase of RTM begins. You return to the theater, but this time you walk up to the movie screen and step inside the film's final frame. Now the scene is in vivid color and detail. The therapist tells you to let the memory play out backwards, as if being rapidly rewound. The whole scene whizzes by in about two seconds. This, too, you must learn to withstand without reacting. Then the final phase, "rescripting," begins. The therapist asks you to invent an alternate version of the memory in which the trauma never happens, and to tell that story aloud. In this timeline, anything goes: A person who was sexually assaulted in their dorm might imagine that they left for a party instead, or that the window opened and a unicorn took them out of the room. Doing so should be easy, even fun, for patients, according to Roy. Sometimes, he told me, "they're smiling; they're laughing."



The approach is based on a theory of how memories can be reworked. Reconsolidation--the R in RTM--is a neurological process in which a long-term memory is retrieved, altered, then stored in its new form, like a digital document that is edited and saved. Reconsolidation is thought to alter the physical structure of a memory itself in a person's brain, though the exact mechanics of how this would happen remain hypothetical. RTM's bizarre sequence of steps is supposed to be a means to control the process: The idea is not to trick the person into thinking they never experienced trauma, but rather to soften the intense emotions attached to the memory.



Critics of RTM point out that reconsolidation isn't as well established as the paradigms that other PTSD treatments are based on. Extinction, the foundation of prolonged exposure, was famously demonstrated by the Russian scientist Ivan Pavlov nearly a century ago: He conditioned dogs to salivate at the sound of a metronome--and then gradually taught them to unlearn the response by no longer giving them food after each tick. But RTM's proponents argue: Why not try something new? The dearth of palatable treatment options means that many people are not addressing their trauma at all. Besides the relative ease for patients, they say, RTM offers other benefits over more common treatments: It's quick, usually lasting no more than four 90-minute sessions. And because it doesn't involve directly probing a person's worst memories, administering treatment is less excruciating for therapists, too.




RTM was created two decades ago by Frank Bourke, a clinical and research psychologist. Bourke positions himself as an academic underdog whose scientific contributions have been unjustly overlooked. After getting his Ph.D. in psychology, he lectured briefly at Cornell University before starting his own clinical practice, where he created the prototype for RTM. Its basis, he told me, is neurolinguistic programming, or NLP, a 1970s-era idea bridging cognition, language, and behavior that has widely been dismissed as pseudoscience. He developed an NLP-based treatment that he says helped 400 or so people who had experienced the horror of the September 11 attacks. This treatment evolved into RTM. In his own research on the therapy, he reports that a mind-boggling 90 percent of PTSD patients saw improvements in their condition. He currently leads the Research and Recognition Project, a nonprofit that promotes the use of RTM.



Last fall, I spoke with Bourke over a video call from his home in upstate New York. For someone in his 80s, he is unexpectedly forceful, like a cable-TV pastor. He fumed about the treatment not being more widely used. Given the staggering suicide rate among veterans, he said, "how the hell can I not get this thing into play?" Right now, RTM's most prominent supporters are not scientists. They include the cartoonist Garry Trudeau--who has praised RTM in his long-running comic strip Doonesbury, which often focuses on veterans issues--and Montel Williams, the talk-show host and retired naval officer.

Read: The self-help that no one needs right now

Researchers acquainted with RTM, meanwhile, are largely skeptical of it. Only one clinical trial on RTM has been published independently of Bourke's group, and its lead author, based in the United Kingdom, declined to speak with me for this story. Four small clinical trials by Bourke and his team, though published in peer-reviewed journals, weren't done particularly well. They compared RTM patients only with people who received no treatment at all--that any form of treatment would be better than nothing is unsurprising. In this context, even a 90 percent improvement doesn't mean much. Elizabeth Hembree, a prolonged-exposure expert at the University of Pennsylvania, told me that further research on RTM would be worthwhile, "but in trials that are actually, you know, good." The methodology raises suspicions about RTM in general. It seems like it's "going to work like magic, and that gets my hackles up," Andrew Cooper, a psychiatry professor at the University of Toronto at Scarborough, told me. Even Roy felt similarly when he first heard about it. "It sort of seemed too good to be true," he told me.



When I asked Bourke over email about the criticisms of his studies, he said they were done "in order to attract the interest, support and funding from prestigious university laboratories and researchers." Bourke maintains ties to Roy, who has sought to give RTM the more rigorous scientific shakeout it needs. In 2019, Roy began the first large-scale clinical trial of RTM, investigating its effectiveness compared with prolonged exposure. He completed it last year. His early data, which he has presented at conferences but aren't published yet, make a compelling case for RTM. In every metric measured, RTM modestly outperformed its competitor: 89 percent of patients completed RTM, compared with a 73 percent completion rate for prolonged exposure; after treatment, nearly 70 percent of RTM patients no longer met the criteria for a PTSD diagnosis, compared with 61 percent of prolonged-exposure patients. RTM treatment required an average of 8.2 sessions versus 8.9, and afterward patients scored lower than prolonged-exposure patients on the PCL-5, a standard measure of PTSD severity.



Roy's results aren't nearly as eye-popping as those from Bourke's studies. But they are still impressive. And they carry much more weight. His study comprises more than 100 active or former service members, and unlike the previous studies, it compares RTM head-to-head with an active competitor--"a good step," Hembree told me. Given Roy's affiliation with the Army and federal funding for his work, Roy's study, which he hopes to publish within a year, may be what it takes to propel RTM into academic relevance.

Last fall, I traveled to Boston to line up early outside a Marriott meeting room, hoping to snag a seat in what I assumed would be a packed house. Roy was presenting his completed findings on RTM at the annual International Society for Traumatic Stress Studies conference, the largest gathering of researchers in the field. In 2022, the last time he spoke about RTM to this crowd, the preliminary results from his then-ongoing study were so positive that they caused an uproar from skeptics. Now Roy was back, and I was sure that the crowd would return for more drama.



Only they didn't. A sparse crowd listened politely as Roy, who is in his early 60s, took the podium at the end of a fluorescently lit room. His graying curls were offset by his boyish demeanor. With a click, he pulled up his first slide. It featured a quote from the Argentine writer Jose Narosky: "In war, there are no unwounded soldiers." Another slide referenced the study showing that fewer than half of patients complete prolonged-exposure therapy. "That sucks," Roy said.



Taking on an intervention as unorthodox as RTM risks damaging Roy's academic reputation. But it could also crown his decades-long career in PTSD research. While he was an internal-medicine resident at Walter Reed in the early '90s, war broke out in the Middle East. "I saw hundreds and hundreds of Gulf War veterans, and it was fairly obvious that PTSD was a huge issue," Roy told me. The treatment programs he developed incorporated many types of therapy--psychiatric, physical, recreational, art--and are still used at Walter Reed today. But they're far too labor-intensive to scale. "If we could do that for everybody, that'd be great. But, obviously, that's not too realistic," Roy said. In his view, to treat the growing number of veterans with PTSD, the standard treatments must evolve.

Read: Healing a wounded sense of morality

In some ways, RTM is a radical departure from those treatments. Prolonged exposure is based on weakening the link between memories and emotions through the phenomenon of extinction, not actively changing them. Psychologists initially believed that a memory was like wet cement: malleable until it became permanently set, or "consolidated," David Riccio, a professor emeritus of psychology at Kent State University, told me. But in the late '60s, researchers showed in animals that old memories could be altered and then stored away in their updated form. Hence, reconsolidation.



Reactivating a difficult memory--loosening the cement, so to speak--requires just a fleeting recollection. Because RTM is supposed to work quickly, patients can address multiple traumas during treatment--an important factor for veterans, whose traumas tend to stack up. A therapist in Roy's study told me that RTM patients addressed up to four traumas in 10 sessions. If the data bear out RTM's effects, "it could end up surpassing those others that are first-line treatments now," Roy said.



That remains a big if. RTM is still novel enough that it could go nowhere. Promising trials are shelved all the time, sometimes for reasons beyond their results. And the Trump administration's massive funding cuts to a Department of Defense-led research-grants program will undoubtedly hamper PTSD research more broadly. Cost, logistics, and financial interests can doom research. So can ideological differences. The basic goal of RTM--remedying PTSD without the pain--conflicts with the prevailing paradigm of trauma treatment. When a person is afraid of elevators, they "understand implicitly that I need to get into an elevator at some point to get over this," Barbara Rothbaum, a psychiatry professor at Emory University who has researched prolonged exposure for decades, told me. In this view, RTM is ineffective at best, and, at worst, it's cheating, like merely peeking at the elevator from around a corner down the hall. Recalling a trauma, but backing off before becoming too emotional, could be seen by some exposure experts as avoidance, Hembree said--the very thing that keeps people with PTSD stuck in the past.



After a subdued question-and-answer period in the Marriott conference room, the symposium faded to an end. A few attendees milled around outside the room, looking bemused. Birgit Kleim, a scientist from the University of Zurich who studies reconsolidation, laughed when I asked her thoughts on RTM. The data are so good that I "don't believe it," she said. Later, she shared a sentiment that is so often meant to strengthen emerging science but can also thwart it: It's promising, but more research is needed.



Over sushi in Boston, Roy told me about his history of pursuing unconventional research. Not all of it worked out. A previous idea he studied--treating brain injury with music composed from patients' own brain waves--turned out to be "garbage," he said. Research is always a gamble. A fringe idea with real potential could turn out to be groundbreaking, but chances are, it'll be a dud. Roy shrugged: That's just how science goes.



The next morning, as I waited in a dark ballroom for one of the keynote addresses of the conference to begin, hundreds of researchers had turned out to hear a discussion on using psychedelics to treat PTSD, itself uncharted territory. Spotlights on an elevated stage illuminated six leaders of PTSD research, imposing against a royal-blue backdrop. Among them was Paula Schnurr, who is widely regarded as the most influential person in the field. Psychedelics were promising because research on new PTSD treatments has "hit a wall," Schnurr said. Yet even psychedelics are still combined with old therapies such as prolonged exposure, noted another panelist, Amy Lehrner. "Are we about developing and studying new options for veterans? Or are we about closing down inquiry and just sticking with what we already have?" Lehrner said.



Consider the "PTSD Clinical Practice Guideline," a document produced jointly by the Defense Department and the VA that profoundly shapes treatment and research. The most recent version, released in 2023, recommends just three therapies, down from seven in previous iterations. These three options are sometimes disparagingly referred to as "the trinity": In addition to prolonged exposure, they include cognitive processing therapy and eye-movement desensitization and processing, which are newer treatments. Over the past decade, a number of researchers have denounced the field's reliance on these approaches.



RTM's chances of finding a foothold in this landscape are slim. Prolonged exposure was one of the first therapy treatments for PTSD. As such, it is both well studied and widely used despite its drawbacks, Maria Steenkamp, an NYU psychiatry professor who has critiqued the dominance of prolonged exposure, told me. The narrative that it is the best treatment "took on a life of its own over time," Steenkamp said.



This story has dramatically influenced the field. Most funding for research on new treatments comes from the Department of Defense and the VA, which is currently bracing for the Trump administration to cut more than 80,000 jobs. Under normal circumstances, the VA awards funding on the basis of several factors, including plausibility, preliminary evidence, a sound investigation plan, and the researcher's track record. As a result, well-established treatments have continued to be studied and refined over time. "The folks who were best positioned to compete for funding were individuals who already had a track record of conducting clinical trials in PE and CBT," Charles Hoge, a senior scientist at the office of the Army Surgeon General who has criticized the recent "Clinical Practice Guideline," told me. As a result, "relatively small amounts of funding are going into novel treatment approaches." The field, it seems, is not so much stuck but looped into an ouroboros.



Everyone I spoke with told me that Schnurr was the person to ask about the future of new treatments. I was warned that she would be difficult to get an audience with. As the executive director of the National Center for PTSD, she oversees the Clinical Practice Guideline. She ran the study indicating prolonged exposure's 55.8 percent dropout rate that is so often cited by its critics--the finding that Roy said "sucks." After weeks of emailing with the VA's press officers, I finally got through to her. She defended prolonged exposure by explaining that even patients who drop out of treatment still reap some of its benefits, and that condensing sessions into a shorter time frame--weeks rather than months--significantly reduces the dropout rate. The VA is constantly seeking new treatments, but it only backs those with a solid evidence base, she said. That's why the list of recommended treatments has been pared down.



How might a little-studied but promising therapy such as RTM get the VA's attention? Schnurr's answer was as I expected: More research is needed, preferably not by the treatment developer. If you're a scientist pitching new research to the VA, you have to "make a good case as to why you think a particular treatment should work, and provide preliminary evidence if you have it," Miriam Smyth, a director in the VA's research office, told me. Other than Bourke, the only scientists who have studied RTM are Roy and the British group that declined to speak with me; most haven't looked into it. "My guess would be that they find that other treatments look more promising," Schnurr said.



RTM's fiercest advocates argue that no one with PTSD has time to wait around. Whether or not RTM truly is the treatment they've dreamed of, they're correct about the urgency. After Turner, the Iraq veteran, tried RTM, his flashbacks vanished, but the anger that has coursed through him for two decades has never abated, he told me. Near the end of our interview, his brusque exterior cracked. Through sobs, he said that nobody but a veteran could understand how it feels. He has largely been able to move on from his past, but the damage it caused is always present, walling him off from the rest of the world. "I just don't think or feel the same," Turner said. "And I feel that everywhere."
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HIV's Most Promising Breakthrough Has Taken a Hit

Several mRNA vaccine trials found a debilitating side effect, and now the Trump administration is cutting funding for more research.

by Katherine J. Wu




Updated at 3:38 p.m. ET on May 31, 2025

Solving HIV vaccination--a puzzle that scientists have been tackling for decades without success--could be like cracking the code to a safe. The key, they now think, may be delivering a series of different shots in a specific sequence, iteratively training the body to produce a strong, broad immune response that will endure against the fast-mutating virus, ideally for a lifetime.



Figuring out which ingredients to include in those shots, and in which order, is one of the trickiest immunological conundrums that researchers have ever faced. But mRNA, the fast, flexible technology that delivered two of the world's first COVID-19 vaccines in record time, is ideal for that kind of brute-force tinkering, and may be the most important tool for getting an effective HIV vaccine, Julie McElrath, the head of the Vaccine and Infectious Disease Division at Fred Hutchinson Cancer Center, in Seattle, told me. Multiple mRNA-based HIV vaccines are now in clinical trials, and early data suggest that they're prompting the type of immune responses that researchers think are essential to keeping HIV at bay--and that other vaccine candidates have struggled to elicit at all.



But recently, several promising mRNA HIV-vaccine candidates have slammed up against a technical roadblock. In two small clinical trials, 7 to 18 percent of participants developed rashes and other skin reactions after getting the shots--including multiple cases of chronic hives that troubled volunteers for months after they were immunized. All of the vaccines were manufactured by Moderna.



The rashes aren't life-threatening; they're also readily treatable. Still, they can be debilitating and distressing. "I've had patients who literally can't go to work," Kimberly Blumenthal, an allergist and immunologist at Massachusetts General Hospital, who has treated people with chronic hives, told me. The rate at which they're occurring in the trials is also out of the norm, and no one has an explanation yet for the root cause. To prioritize patient safety, mRNA HIV-vaccine research in people has slowed as researchers try to suss out the cause of the hives, William Schief, the Scripps Research Institute biophysicist who helped design the vaccines, told me. (Schief also holds titles at Moderna and at IAVI, the nonprofit that sponsored some of the HIV-vaccine work.)



At any time, a side effect this uncomfortable and prolonged would give researchers pause. But in 2025, a setback for a high-profile mRNA vaccine trial--focused on HIV, no less--could more fundamentally upend potentially lifesaving research.



Secretary of Health and Human Services Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a longtime and prominent anti-vaccine activist, has repeatedly questioned the safety of mRNA COVID vaccines. He and agency leaders are already recommending that fewer Americans take vaccines and creating new hurdles to vaccine approval. Since January, the National Institutes of Health, under HHS's direction, has also terminated funding for hundreds of research projects related to HIV and vaccines. This week, the department canceled Moderna's nearly $600 million contract to develop mRNA-based flu vaccines.



The HIV-vaccine studies that detected the skin reactions were also supported by NIH funding, and the researchers involved collaborated directly with NIH scientists. But those partnerships have since been terminated, and the NIH is now telling several agency-supported researchers working on HIV vaccines that the government is not planning to continue funding their work, according to several researchers I talked with.



When reached for comment, Emily Hilliard, HHS's press secretary, wrote in an email, "The reality is that mRNA technology remains under-tested, and we are not going to spend taxpayer dollars repeating the mistakes of the last administration, which concealed legitimate safety concerns from the public"--referencing the mRNA-based COVID-19 vaccines, which were rigorously tested in clinical trials, and billions of doses of which have been safely administered people around the world.



Under normal circumstances, detecting rashes in a small vaccine-safety study would represent a routine scientific setback, and prove that the trials served their intended purpose. But the administration's anti-vaccine stances have created a culture of fear among scientists: Several of the researchers I contacted for this story declined to comment, for fear of publicly tying their name or institution to reporting on mRNA vaccines and losing funding for their research. Science requires resources and open discussion--in torpedoing both, the Trump administration is rapidly undoing decades of progress toward ending the HIV pandemic.







Researchers running the mRNA HIV-vaccine trials first took note of the rashes in 2022, shortly after studies began. But as they started to publicly discuss the side effect, and media reports of them began to emerge, many scientists in the field weren't quite sure what to make of the initial findings. The trial in which it had been reported had enrolled only 60 people, and it wasn't set up to rigorously look at a mysterious side effect. "The sort of feeling was, Yeah, that's a bit weird, God knows what happened," John Moore, an HIV researcher and vaccinologist at Cornell, told me. This April and May, though, researchers independently published two papers describing the rashes, for four separate vaccines, in two separate trials: one for the IAVI-backed vaccine and another run by the HIV Vaccine Trials Network. Now, the side effect is "real, confirmed, generalizable," Moore said. "And we don't know why it's happening."



The vaccines in question target slightly different parts of the virus. But all of them rely on a Moderna-manufactured mRNA backbone, and all of them triggered, in up to about 10 percent of participants, chronic hives that emerged a few days or weeks after vaccination and in many cases lasted for months. That's a long time to be battling itching and discomfort--and it threatens to be a major deterrent to completing the series of vaccines, or potentially starting at all, Genevieve Fouda, an immunologist and HIV researcher at Cornell, told me.



Delayed, chronic hives have long been known as a rare side effect of vaccines, including mRNA-based COVID vaccines. But the rates are generally very low--usually well under 1 percent, and often detectable only in massive studies of thousands of people. To see these rashes crop up in two small safety studies--one of 60 people, the other of 108--is a significant departure from precedent, scientists told me. And working out why they're appearing at such high rates will take time. Although researchers understand that the reactions are a kind of autoimmunity--in which the body inadvertently learns to attack itself--they don't know exactly why rashes occur after certain immunizations or infections, Blumenthal told me.



In this case, the data so far do point to the specific combination of mRNA and HIV as a root cause. Other mRNA vaccines, including Moderna's, haven't had this issue to anywhere near this degree; neither have other HIV vaccines that have made it into people. And several researchers pointed out to me that, so far, the only trials that they're aware of in which these hives have turned up at this frequency have involved a Moderna-manufactured product. None of the other vaccines being tested by the HIV Vaccine Trials Network, for instance, has seen rashes at that rate--including other, non-Moderna mRNA HIV vaccines, Jim Kublin, the director of HVTN, told me. (Barton Haynes, the Duke immunologist leading work on one of the non-Moderna vaccines, told me he and his colleagues have not encountered the same skin-reaction problem.) Hives also appear to have been a more common side effect of the Moderna COVID vaccines than of the Pfizer ones, though still overall rare. "This is truly an outlier in terms of what we've seen," Robert Paris, a vice president at Moderna, told me.







A persistent mRNA problem would be a major blow to HIV-vaccine development. When the technology emerged, it sped progress like nothing else: "Things that originally took us about three years, we could do them in maybe three and a half months or so," Mark Feinberg, the head of IAVI, told me. The early results for these vaccines have also been very promising, and before the hives were detected, researchers were well on their way to testing even more iterations of mRNA-based HIV vaccines, to crack the final immunization code. But for the moment, "there's no appetite to say, 'Let's try all these different immunogens and see what happens,'" Schief, the Scripps researcher who helped design the vaccines, told me.



Still, most of the researchers I spoke with insisted that they'll find a solution soon. The mRNA vaccines for HIV "are not at all dead in the water," Kublin told me. If needed, scientists could tweak the vaccine recipe, or combine the mRNA approach with another technology. The fix may be as simple as lowering the vaccine dose, a strategy that Schief and Feinberg are working to test in a new trial based in South Africa. (Moderna's COVID vaccine also contained more than three times as much mRNA as Pfizer's--and one study found that lowering the Moderna dose seemed to reduce the rate of certain skin reactions.)



Successful HIV vaccination may require a balancing act--minimizing hives, while still delivering enough mRNA to rile up the immune system. But researchers may not be able to drive the rates of skin reactions down to zero: HIV is especially adept at cloaking itself from the immune system, and there may be few ways to force the body to attack the virus without producing collateral damage. And Schief and others couldn't say what rate of hives would be acceptably low. The virus is so infectious and deadly that some minor side effects may be worth the risk, if the vaccine is effective at generating the right immune response. But even a perfect, immunity-inducing shot won't do the world any good if people are afraid to take it.



Still, if a rash can dissuade someone from vaccination, so, too, can misinformation, or an official's decision to stop recommending a shot. No vaccine progress will be made if the federal government doesn't want it to happen: Paris, of Moderna, told me that earlier this spring, the NIH terminated its partnership with the researchers developing these mRNA HIV vaccines, forcing the scientists to seek alternate sources of support. And yesterday, Schief and Haynes were told that their groups at Scripps and Duke would not have the opportunity to renew funding for the two HIV-vaccine-focused research consortia that their institutions lead--millions of dollars that the researchers had been told to expect they would receive, and that have been powering the development of their mRNA shots. The rationale, Haynes told me, as it was described to him, was "due to the desire to go with currently available approaches to eliminate HIV." Currently available approaches include community education and preventive drugs, but notably, no vaccine. (HHS did not respond to questions about these funding shifts.)



"Unless we can find a substitute source of support, this work won't go forward," Haynes told me. If the project of HIV vaccination looks less promising right now than it has in years, that's not about science or technology, or about any single side effect: It's about politics.
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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--physiological 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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        Mount Everest's Xenon-Gas Controversy Will Last Forever
        Alex Hutchinson

        It was a travesty--two travesties, actually, separate but inextricably linked. In May 1953, Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay became the first people to reach the summit of Mount Everest, a challenge that had killed more than a dozen people in the preceding decades and that scientists had once declared impossible. The catch: They breathed canisters of pure oxygen, an aid that the Everest pioneer George Mallory--one of those who died on the mountain--had once dismissed as "a damnable heresy."A month ...

      

      
        A Food Reckoning Is Coming
        Michael Grunwald

        Imagine that humanity quit fossil fuels. Think of our entire Ozymandian blob of a global economy running on clean energy instead of ancient heat-trapping hydrocarbons--more than 1 billion vehicles, 2 billion homes, every school, mall, skyscraper, data center, airport, seaport, factory, and cryptocurrency on Earth. No more gas stoves, gas stations, or gas-fired power plants. No more petrochemicals, petrostates, or petroleum jelly.Even as a thought experiment, it's almost unimaginable. Fossil energy...

      

      
        Inside the Creepy, Surprisingly Routine Business of Animal Cloning
        Bianca Bosker

        Photographs by Brian FinkeTwenty-seven years ago, Ty Lawrence began to be haunted by a slab of meat.The carcass, which he spotted at a slaughterhouse while doing research as a graduate student, defied the usual laws of nature. The best, highest-quality steaks--picture a rib eye festooned with ribbons of white fat--typically come from animals whose bodies yield a relatively paltry amount of meat, because the fat that flavors their muscles tends to correspond to an excess of blubber everywhere else. ...

      

      
        The Nobel Prize Winner Who Thinks We Have the Universe All Wrong
        Ross Andersen

        Updated at 11:02 a.m. ET on May 31, 2025Adam Riess was 27 years old when he began the work that earned him the Nobel Prize in Physics, and just 41 when he received it. Earlier this year, Riess, who is now 55, pulled a graph-paper notebook off a bookshelf in his office at Johns Hopkins University so that I could see the yellowing page on which he'd made his famous calculations. He told me how these pen scratches led to a new theory of the universe. And then he told me why he now thinks that theory...
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Mount Everest's Xenon-Gas Controversy Will Last Forever

History is repeating itself in the world of controversial sports records.

by Alex Hutchinson




It was a travesty--two travesties, actually, separate but inextricably linked. In May 1953, Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay became the first people to reach the summit of Mount Everest, a challenge that had killed more than a dozen people in the preceding decades and that scientists had once declared impossible. The catch: They breathed canisters of pure oxygen, an aid that the Everest pioneer George Mallory--one of those who died on the mountain--had once dismissed as "a damnable heresy."

A month later, a young British medical trainee named Roger Bannister just missed running the first sub-four-minute mile, another long-standing barrier sometimes dubbed "Everest on the track." But he did it in a race where his training partner let himself be lapped in order to pace Bannister all the way to the finish line, violating rules about fair play due to the advantages of pacing. Bannister's American rival, Wes Santee, was unimpressed. "Maybe I could run a four-minute mile behind one of my father's ranch horses," he said, "if that's what you want."

Funny how history repeats itself. Fast-forward to a couple of weeks ago: A controversy erupted in the world of mountaineering, when four British climbers summited Everest just five days after jetting to Nepal from the United Kingdom. To skip the usual weeks or months spent gradually adjusting to high altitude, they paid a reported $153,000 each for a bespoke protocol that included inhaling xenon gas to help them adjust more rapidly. Meanwhile, on the track, Kenya's three-time Olympic champion, Faith Kipyegon, is preparing for a carefully choreographed, Nike-sponsored attempt to become the first woman to run a mile in under four minutes. It's slated for June 26 in Paris and will almost certainly violate the same pacing rules that Bannister's run did.

Both initiatives are, by any measure, remarkable feats of human ingenuity and endurance. They're also making people very angry.

The xenon-fueled expedition was organized by an Austrian guide named Lukas Furtenbach, who is known for his tech-focused approach to expeditions. He has previously had clients sleep in altitude tents at home for weeks to pre-acclimatize them to the thin mountain air. What made the new ascent different is that, in addition to sleeping in altitude tents, the four British climbers visited a clinic in Germany where they inhaled xenon gas, whose oxygen-boosting potential has been rumored for years. The World Anti-Doping Agency banned xenon in 2014 after allegations that Russian athletes used it for that year's Winter Olympics. But subsequent studies on its athletic effects have produced mixed results. Other research in animals has hinted at the possibility that it could offer protection from potentially fatal forms of altitude illness, which can occur when climbers ascend too rapidly. For now, the strongest evidence that it helps high-altitude mountaineers comes from Furtenbach's own self-experimentation over the past few years.

When news of Furtenbach's plans emerged earlier this year, the International Climbing and Mountaineering Federation's medical commission put out a statement arguing that xenon probably doesn't work and could be dangerous because of its sedative effects. Other critics have pointed out that shorter expeditions mean less paying work for the Sherpa guides in the region. But these criticisms can feel like post hoc justifications for the fact that many mountaineers simply have a gut-level aversion to what seems like a shortcut to the summit. Their objection isn't to xenon itself but to the idea of making Everest easier.

That's the same problem many runners have with Kipyegon's sub-four-minute-mile attempt. Women have made extraordinary progress in the event since Diane Leather notched the first sub-five in 1954, but under conventional racing conditions, no one expects a sub-four anytime soon. Kipyegon is the fastest female miler in history: Her current world record, set in 2023, is 4:07.64, which leaves her more than 50 yards behind four-minute pace--an enormous deficit to overcome in a sport where, at the professional level, progress is measured in fractions of a second. Nike has promised "a holistic system of support that optimizes every aspect of her attempt," including "footwear, apparel, aerodynamics, physiology and mind science," but hasn't revealed any details of what that support might look like. That means critics--and there are many--don't yet have any specific innovation to object to; they just have the tautological sense that any intervention capable of instantly making a miler 7.7 seconds faster must by definition be unfair. (I reached out to Nike for further specifics about the attempt, but the company declined to comment.)

It's a safe bet that new shoes will be involved. Kipyegon's effort, dubbed Breaking4 by Nike, is a sequel to the company's Breaking2 marathon in 2017, in which Kipyegon's fellow Kenyan Eliud Kipchoge came within 25 seconds of breaking two hours at a time when the official world record was 2:02:57. Kipchoge's feat was made possible in part by a new type of running shoe featuring a stiff carbon-fiber plate embedded in a thick and bouncy foam midsole, an innovation that has since revolutionized the sport. But the reason his time didn't count as a world record was that, like Bannister, he had a squad of pacers who rotated in and out to block the wind for him all the way to the finish line. That's also likely to be a key for Kipyegon. In fact, scientists published an analysis earlier this year suggesting that a similar drafting approach would be enough to take Kipyegon all the way from 4:07 to 3:59 without any other aids.

Bannister's paced-time trial in 1953 was ruled ineligible for records because, per the British Amateur Athletic Board, it wasn't "a bona fide competition according to the rules." Still, the effort had served its purpose. "Only two painful seconds now separated me from the four-minute mile," Bannister later wrote, "and I was certain that I could cut down the time." Sure enough, less than a year later, Bannister entered the history books with a record-legal 3:59.4. Similarly, Kipchoge went on to break two hours in another exhibition race in 2019, and Nike's official line is that it hopes that feat will pave the way for a record-legal sub-two in the future. (It's certainly getting closer: The world record now stands at 2:00:35.) In 1978, a quarter century after Hillary and Norgay's historic ascent, Reinhold Messner and Peter Habeler climbed Everest without supplemental oxygen.



One view of innovation in sports, advanced by the bioethicist Thomas Murray, is that people's perceptions are shaped by how new ideas and techniques are introduced. The status quo always seems reasonable: Of course we play tennis with graphite rackets rather than wooden ones, use the head-first Fosbury flop to clear high-jump bars, and climb mountains with the slightly stretchable kernmantle ropes developed in the 1950s. But many of these same innovations seem more troublesome during the transition periods, especially if only some people have access to them.

When Bannister finally broke the four-minute barrier, he was once again paced by his training partners, but only for about the first three-quarters of the race. This form of pacing remained highly controversial, but because none of the pacemakers had deliberately allowed himself to be lapped, the record was allowed to stand. These days, such pacing is so routine that there are runners who make a living doing nothing but pacing races for others, always dropping out before the finish. The full-race pacing that Kipyegon will likely use in Breaking4 remains verboten; the slightly different pacing that leads runners almost all the way through the race but forces them to run the last lap alone is simply business as usual. Oxygen in a can is good; xenon in a can is bad. These are subtle distinctions.

Sports are, in at least some respects, a zero-sum game: When one person wins a race or sets a record, it unavoidably means that someone else doesn't. Even at the recreational level, if everyone decides to run marathons in carbon-plated shoes that make them five minutes faster, the standards needed to qualify for the Boston Marathon get five minutes faster. "Once an effective technology gets adopted in a sport, it becomes tyrannical," Murray told me several years ago, when I was writing about athletes experimenting with electric brain stimulation. "You have to use it." In the '50s, a version of that rationale seemed to help the British expedition that included Hillary and Norgay overcome the long-standing objections of British climbers to using oxygen--the French had an Everest expedition planned for 1954 and the Swiss for 1955, and both were expected to use oxygen.

Less clear, though, is why this rationale should apply to the modern world of recreational mountaineering in which Furtenbach operates. What does anyone--other than perhaps the climbers themselves, if you think journeys trump destinations--lose when people huff xenon in order to check Everest off their list with maximal efficiency? Maybe they're making the mountain more crowded, but you could also argue that they're making it less crowded by getting up and down more quickly. And it's hard to imagine that Furtenbach's critics are truly lying awake at night worrying about the long-term health of his clients.

Something else is going on here, and I'd venture that it has to do with human psychology. A Dutch economist named Adriaan Kalwij has a theory that much of modern life is shaped by people's somewhat pathological tendency to view everything as a competition. "Both by nature and through institutional design, competitions are an integral part of human lives," Kalwij writes, "from college entrance exams and scholarship applications to jobs, promotions, contracts, and awards." The same ethos seems to color the way we see dating, leisure travel, hobbies, and so on: There's no escape from the zero-sum dichotomy of winners and losers.

Kalwij's smoking gun is a phenomenon that sociologists call the "SES-health gradient," which refers to the disparities in health between people of high and low socioeconomic status. Despite the rise of welfare supports such as pensions and health care, the SES-health gradient has been widening around the world--even, Kalwij has found, among Olympic athletes. There used to be no difference in longevity among Dutch Olympians based on their occupation. But among the most recent cohort, born between 1920 and 1947, athletes in high-SES jobs, such as lawyers, tend to outlive athletes in low-SES jobs by an average of 11 years. As Kalwij interprets it, making an Olympic team is a life-defining win, but getting stuck in a poorly paying dead-end job is a loss that begets an endless series of other losses: driving a beater, living in a lousy apartment, flying economy. These losses have cumulative psychological and physiological consequences.

Some things in life really are competitions, of course. Track and field is one of them, and so we should police attempts to bend its rules with vigilance. Other things, such as being guided up Everest, are not--or at least they shouldn't be. The people who seem most upset about the idea of rich bros crushing Everest in a week are those who have climbed it in six or eight or 12 weeks, whose place in the cosmic pecking order has been downgraded by an infinitesimal notch. But I, too, was annoyed when I read about it, despite the fact that I've never strapped on a crampon. Their win, in some convoluted way, felt like my loss.

Another detail in Kalwij's research sticks in my mind. Among American Olympians, silver medalists tend to die a few years earlier than either gold or bronze medalists. Kalwij theorizes that these results, too, are related to people's outlook. Gold medalists are thrilled to win, and bronze medalists are thrilled to make the podium; silver medalists see themselves as "the No. 1 loser," as Jerry Seinfeld once put it. With that in mind, I've tried to reframe my attitude about the xenon controversy. Let the annual Everest frenzy continue, with or without xenon, and let its allure continue to draw the most hard-edged and deep-pocketed summit baggers. Meanwhile, leave the other, lesser-known mountains for the rest of us to enjoy in tranquility. I'd call that a win.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/06/everest-xenon-gas-kipyegon-nike-breaking4/683028/?utm_source=feed
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A Food Reckoning Is Coming

Our diets are awful for the planet. But we can't simply abandon food.

by Michael Grunwald




Imagine that humanity quit fossil fuels. Think of our entire Ozymandian blob of a global economy running on clean energy instead of ancient heat-trapping hydrocarbons--more than 1 billion vehicles, 2 billion homes, every school, mall, skyscraper, data center, airport, seaport, factory, and cryptocurrency on Earth. No more gas stoves, gas stations, or gas-fired power plants. No more petrochemicals, petrostates, or petroleum jelly.



Even as a thought experiment, it's almost unimaginable. Fossil energy is so ubiquitous, so useful, so entrenched. The president of the United States is shredding regulations to get Americans to produce and consume even more of it. But radical change always seems unimaginable before it happens, and in recent years, the absurd fantasy of fossil-free energy has gotten a bit less absurd. America's coal power has declined by more than half since 2010, while wind power has more than tripled, solar capacity has expanded fortyfold, and more than 4 million electric vehicles have appeared on the road. Globally, most new electricity is zero emissions, because clean is now usually cheaper than dirty. Fossil fuels still energize most of the planet, so the transition away from them will take years, but it has begun, and Donald Trump can't stop it. We can now start to see how the fossil-fuel story will end, even if we don't know when it will end.



The thing is, fossil fuels are only two-thirds of the climate problem. Even if we do quit them, we'll never meet the emissions targets set by the Paris Agreement without addressing the other third. The challenge is food: what we eat, how we produce it, and the forests and other natural ecosystems we keep clearing to make room for more farms to make more food. And that's mostly a land story about the relentless spread of crops and pastures that already cover two of every five acres of land on Earth, obliterating the wild landscapes that soak up carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. We have no idea how or when that story will end.



Humanity's dominion over the Earth isn't really about the spread of cities and towns, highways and driveways, industry and commerce. It's about farming. Of all the planet's land that isn't ice or desert, barely 1 percent is developed. Half is cropped or grazed. Urban sprawl is a rounding error compared with agricultural sprawl. Look out the window on a cross-country flight: The land people use to live, learn, work, and play is dwarfed by the land used to make food.



Agriculture's footprint is already larger than Asia, and the more it expands, the more nature's footprint shrinks, expelling the carbon stored in its soils and vegetation into the overheated atmosphere. Somehow, we'll need to get the limited land on our hot and hungry planet to produce much more food to sustain us and absorb much more carbon to save us, because it will be impossible to decarbonize the atmosphere if we keep vaporizing trees. It's like trying to clean the house while smashing the vacuum cleaner to bits in the living room. And not only is the conversion of natural land into farmland and rangeland the leading driver of deforestation; agriculture is responsible for much of the world's water shortages, water pollution, wetland destruction, and biodiversity loss. It's propelling the worst extinction since an asteroid wiped out the dinosaurs 66 million years ago.



Oh, and unlike the fossil-fuel problem, this land problem is getting worse. That's partly because the number of people on Earth increases every day, while the amount of land on Earth does not. But it's also because those people are eating more meat, which means not only more methane emissions from cow burps and manure, but the use of more land to grow grass and grain for animals to eat before we eat them. More than three-quarters of the world's agricultural land now supports livestock. In the U.S., nearly half that land is used to produce beef, which provides just 3 percent of U.S. calories.



In other words, we're eating the Earth. Agriculture is essential because food isn't optional, but the planet can't keep losing a soccer field's worth of tropical forest every six seconds. If current trends hold, the world's farmers will have to clear at least a dozen more Californias' worth of land to fill nearly 10 billion human bellies by 2050. That could wipe out the Amazon rainforest and other natural carbon storehouses that are not only refuges for wildlife but our best defense against climate chaos. The math is daunting: Global agricultural production will need to expand about 50 percent by 2050--the caloric equivalent of a dozen extra Olive Garden breadsticks every day for everyone alive today--while the global agricultural footprint needs to shrink.

Producing enough calories to nourish our growing population without chewing up the carbon sinks that stabilize our warming climate will be as monumental a challenge as ending oil. The rich world will need to eat less beef and more plants, while the entire world will need to produce more food with less land. That's going to get even harder as climate-driven droughts, floods, heat waves, and pest infestations drag down crop and livestock yields.



The good news is that remarkable people are working on this eating-the-Earth problem, and their work can be antidotes to climate fatalism. They're reengineering soybean plants to grow dairy proteins, developing feed additives to help cattle burp less methane, restoring carbon-rich peatlands, upcycling food waste into snacks, and even improving the miracle of photosynthesis. They're growing superefficient salmon in indoor tanks, superefficient trees on barren land, and superefficient crops genetically manipulated to survive droughts and floods. They're inventing bio-fertilizers that train microbes to fetch nutrients from the air and biopesticides that use RNA technology to constipate beetles to death. John Deere is preparing to roll out its first electric tractors--in green, naturally.



But food and climate solutions are still about a quarter century behind energy and climate solutions. Less than 4 percent of the world's climate finance is flowing into the land sector, much of it toward farm-grown biofuels and low-yield agricultural approaches that would induce even more deforestation and emissions. There's a strange consensus among hippie-foodie lefties who read Michael Pollan, all-natural biohacker bros who listen to Joe Rogan, and executives who run major agribusinesses and philanthropies that the answer lies in kinder and gentler alternatives to industrial farming. But the truth is that organic and grass-fed are usually worse for the climate than conventional and feedlot-finished--mainly because they're less productive and more land-intensive. Meanwhile, all public agricultural research and development focused on the climate in the U.S. is a fraction of Apple's R&D, as if farming weren't nearly as important as a better iPhone camera.

Although the fossil-fuel problem is now a mostly political story because we basically know what we need to do, the eating-the-Earth problem is still an analytical story. We haven't yet figured out what we need to do. But we know it won't be easy. Making more food with less land will require new crops, new foods, new policies, and new behaviors--and they won't be invented, approved, and adopted worldwide overnight. We'll have to make personal and political changes as unimaginable as quitting fossil fuels, and we can't quit food. Feeding the world without frying it is another absurd fantasy that eventually needs to become reality.



This essay has been excerpted from Michael Grunwald's forthcoming book, We Are Eating the Earth.






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2025/06/climate-food-land-problem/683005/?utm_source=feed
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Inside the Creepy, Surprisingly Routine Business of Animal Cloning

"Really and truly, a horse can be alive forever. Forever and ever."

by Bianca Bosker




Twenty-seven years ago, Ty Lawrence began to be haunted by a slab of meat.

The carcass, which he spotted at a slaughterhouse while doing research as a graduate student, defied the usual laws of nature. The best, highest-quality steaks--picture a rib eye festooned with ribbons of white fat--typically come from animals whose bodies yield a relatively paltry amount of meat, because the fat that flavors their muscles tends to correspond to an excess of blubber everywhere else. This animal, by contrast, had tons of fat, but only where it would be delicious. "In my world," Lawrence told me, "people would say, 'That's a beautiful carcass.' "

As Lawrence watched the beef being wheeled toward a meat grader that day, an idea hit him: We should clone that. 

The technology existed. A couple of years earlier, in 1996, scientists at the Roslin Institute, in Scotland, had cloned Dolly the sheep. Lawrence lacked the funds or stature to make it happen, but he kept thinking about that beautiful carcass, and the lost potential to make more like it.

He was gathering data at another slaughterhouse in 2010 when, late one evening, he spotted two carcasses resembling the outlier he'd seen years before. Lawrence--by then an animal-science professor at West Texas A&M University--immediately called the head of his department. It was nearly 11 p.m. and his boss was already in bed, but Lawrence made his pitch anyway: He wanted to reverse engineer an outstanding steak by bringing superior cuts of meat back to life. He would clone the dead animals, and then mate the clones. "Think of our project as one in which you're crossbreeding carcasses," he told me.

A few years later, Lawrence and his team turned two tiny cubes of meat, sliced off exceptional beef carcasses at a packing plant, into one cloned bull and three cloned heifers. After breeding the bull with the heifers, Lawrence slaughtered the offspring to assess the quality of the meat, and found it to be just as terrific as the originals'. The next generation's meat was even better than that--superior, even, to that of animals bred from the cattle industry's top bulls.

Ranchers who are keen to mimic Lawrence's results have since bought thousands of straws of semen from his bulls. One even tried to purchase his entire stock of sperm and animals, though Lawrence declined. The clones' offspring and their offspring have, in turn, entered the food supply. "The progeny of the clones would've been eaten by, oh, I don't know, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands of people," Lawrence said. Of the four original clones, two have died of old age. The remaining two are still on the university's ranch--"grazing, drinking water, living their best second life," Lawrence told me.

Increasing numbers of animals are getting a similar do-over. In the three decades since Dolly proved that a fully grown mammal could essentially be reborn, cloning has proliferated. By now, nearly 60 different species and subspecies have been cloned, including fruit flies, fish, frogs, ferrets, French bulldogs, and monkeys, a feat long thought to be nearly impossible, given the architecture of primate eggs.

Read: The truth about Dolly the cloned sheep

Once confined to research labs, the technology has become reliable and lucrative enough to be the basis for companies around the world, which are churning out clones of super-sniffing police dogs, prizewinning show camels, pigs for organ transplantation, and "high-genomic-scoring" livestock--which is to say, ultra-lactating dairy cows and uncommonly tasty beef cattle. The top-ranked polo player, Adolfo Cambiaso, has more than 100 clones of his best horses and once won a match riding six copies of the same mare at different points throughout the competition. At a 2023 championship game, all four members of his team rode clones of that mare to face off against their opponents--who were mounted on the clones' offspring. A video homage to the cloned horse listed her birth and death dates as "3 February 2001-[?]."

The public hasn't necessarily warmed to this genetic tinkering, which strikes many as creepy: As of 2023, a majority of Americans opposed cloning, in almost equal numbers as when Dolly was born. But whether or not they realize it, many thousands of clones have already been produced as the cloning process has become more and more routine. "We passed the number of where we kept track a long time ago," says Diane Broek, an embryologist and a sales manager at Trans Ova Genetics, which specializes in cloning livestock. If you want a clone today, you'll probably have to join a waiting list.

Many clones start their lives as a paste of bloody cells in a mirrored-window storefront that sits between a quilt shop and Diamond S Rustic Decor in Whitesboro, Texas (population 3,852, according to a road sign). Whitesboro is the headquarters of ViaGen Pets & Equine, the world's leading producer of cloned cats, dogs, and horses. "That's what we usually get: It's like, 'You do what in there?' " a receptionist said when I visited this past fall.

ViaGen's waiting area had the antiseptic comfort of a doctor's office, complete with several magazines on animal husbandry and a struggling houseplant. Beyond that was a long corridor flanked by brightly lit rooms that held lab equipment, freezers, and several of the embryologists who are among ViaGen's nearly two dozen full-time employees.

Technically, a clone is a genetic replica of another living creature that is "made"--professional cloners refer to themselves as making animals--without any of the sexual athletics that traditionally accompany reproduction. This level of human control over the biological order of things has provoked concern that these companies are playing God. In an effort to dispel misgivings about the technology, cloning firms have almost universally adopted the tagline that a clone is "an identical twin born at a later date."

The late billionaire founder of the University of Phoenix established ViaGen in 2002 by licensing patents from the lab that cloned Dolly. Eventually, his family's mutt was cloned four times. (This was done by a lab in South Korea, as ViaGen wasn't yet offering pet cloning.)

Cloning has since been embraced by wealthy clients accustomed to having their desires catered to exactly. Past ViaGen customers include Barbra Streisand, who received three clones of her late Coton de Tulear dog, and the family of Pablo Escobar, which cloned a horse.


Frozen clone embryos are stored using liquid nitrogen. (Brian Finke for The Atlantic)



ViaGen's office is hung with dozens of portraits of saucer-eyed kittens and bow-tie-wearing puppies--all made in its lab. "Lasting Love" is the company's slogan, and its website features nearly 200 endorsements from pet owners, such as the grieving companion of the late Ceaser the cat, who writes, "What's a splurge on luxury items when you can bring back a piece of your heart that you thought was broken forever." The lasting love does not come cheap: $50,000 for a cat or dog, or $85,000 for a horse, payable online via credit card with all the ease of buying a blender. Once cloning is complete, the company provides clients with a DNA test, performed by an independent lab, confirming that the resulting baby is, in fact, a clone.

ViaGen eagerly shares the emotional rewards of cloning, but it can be less forthcoming with certain details about the process itself. To copy your animal, you must first send ViaGen a few pieces of its flesh, which will be used to grow new cells to supply the DNA for the clone. If the so-called founder animal is still alive, ViaGen suggests a sunflower-seed-size patch of skin from someplace it won't be missed, such as the abdomen. If the clonee is dead, the company requires a sliver of ear--"For some reason, that grows really, really well," a ViaGen technician told me--which should be sliced off within five days of the animal's death and kept chilled but not frozen to avoid being damaged. Exceptions can be made. Once, a customer sent in the room-temperature scrotum of a sheep that had been dead for nearly a week.

Your animal's tissue will be minced with a scalpel, bathed in a solution of nutrients and antibiotics, then put into an incubator that mimics the environment of the mammalian body. "Each one of the cells in there has the blueprint to make an animal," Shawn Walker, ViaGen's chief science officer, told me as we bent over an incubator to inspect a clear plastic flask where thousands of dog skin cells were proliferating in pink goo. The growing cells need to be regularly supplied with the nutrient mixture, and the incubator was fluttering with Post-it-note reminders to "feed Thursday."

After about a week in the incubator, ViaGen will harvest a minimum of 1 million cells from the flask--a sample that, in theory, could be grown and regrown to make an infinite number of copies of the original animal. ViaGen will then freeze the cells until the client is ready to clone. Currently, ViaGen's record for the most clones for a single customer is 50 horses, the company's CEO, Blake Russell, told me. "And there have been lots of clients"--who also cloned horses--"in the 20s."

Although ViaGen says it has introduced its own refinements over the years, the cloning process, called somatic cell nuclear transfer, still follows the same basic steps first developed in 1952 by researchers in Philadelphia to copy a frog embryo. It requires removing an unfertilized egg (an oocyte) from a donor animal, then wiping it clean of its own DNA so it can carry the clone's. Working at a microscope beside a photo of Paris Hilton posing poolside with her cloned Chihuahua, a ViaGen lab technician uses a glass-tipped pipette to suck out the oocyte's genetic material and, in its place, insert one of your animal's newly grown cells, which contains its DNA--and thus all the information, from fur hue to leg length, to grow a twin.

When animals mate the old-fashioned way, sperm cells have to contribute their genetic information to the oocyte; in this case, they're irrelevant. The lab technician zaps the egg with a static-electricity-strength electrical pulse that stimulates it to divide, and after a few more days in a body-temperature incubator, you have the embryo of a future clone. Dog, cat, and horse embryos are each kept in separate units. "We wouldn't want a mix-up," Walker said.

Now you need an animal to impregnate.


The cloning process, called somatic cell nuclear transfer, still follows the same basic steps first developed in 1952 to copy a frog embryo. (Brian Finke for The Atlantic)



For this, ViaGen frequently turns to a 70-year-old veterinarian named Gregg Veneklasen, who, in his 22 years working with the company, has had extensive experience dealing with the most contentious and least publicized parts of the cloning process: supplying eggs and wombs, and, when all goes well, delivering healthy baby animals.

Veneklasen, whose chest-length gray beard and rotating aloha shirts bring to mind Moses by way of Margaritaville, runs a vet clinic with a lived-in homeyness that is a far cry from ViaGen's buttoned-up operation. Located just outside Amarillo, Texas, a landscape of such unending red flatness that it looks like it was created by copy and paste, the clinic has bookshelves overflowing with animal bones; its floor is covered with stacks of textbooks, and its waiting room is presided over by a pair of languid tortoises. While scientists at ViaGen's headquarters handle the sterile lab work involved in cloning, Veneklasen and his colleagues--including a pair of identical twins he calls "my human clones"--are busy ultrasounding fetuses with their arms up mares' rectums and watching newborns take their first wobbly steps.

One morning, I arrived at Veneklasen's office to find him sitting at his desk in the dark with blood on his work boots and crimson smears of placenta in his beard, wearing the same aloha shirt he'd had on the day before. He'd been at the clinic since 4:30 a.m. helping a mare deliver a clone, the second version of the same bucking horse born in as many days. "It's pretty cool," said Veneklasen of the newborn. "That thing was a piece of skin."

Though Veneklasen specializes in horses, including million-dollar rodeo mounts and champion polo ponies, his fascination with reproduction has inspired him to tackle more offbeat cloning projects with ViaGen, including big-antlered deer for sport hunters, an endangered Przewalski's horse for the San Diego Zoo, cattle for Ty Lawrence's study at West Texas A&M, and genetically modified feral pigs with bright-orange snouts (to tell them apart from regular swine)--hundreds of animals in total.

Veneklasen guided me into a barn crowded with knee-high metal canisters that together contained a small cavalry of frozen clone embryos from ViaGen awaiting transfer into mares. He opened the top of one container, which spewed clouds of liquid-nitrogen vapor as he removed a metal basket of what looked like plastic coffee stirrers, each with a yellowish-white lump at the bottom: the embryo. Later, I'd watch a vet thread a thin stainless-steel syringe through a mare's vagina, then deposit the embryo in her uterus with the push of a plunger.

Veneklasen had started saving each straw as a keepsake after it had been emptied, and dozens of them were taped to one wall of his barn, like baby photos at a pediatrician's office. "There's a Whistle, there's a Bobby Joe," he said, reading the names of cloned horses handwritten on the straws. "There's another Whistle--they wanted tons of Whistles." He rattled off a couple more, then immediately backtracked and asked me not to print one of the names. "This guy--I don't know why, but he doesn't want anybody to know."

Plenty of people won't cop to owning clones, or making them. ViaGen works with a variety of contractors, which it calls "production partners," to source oocytes and surrogate females for the animals they clone, but aside from Veneklasen, most prefer to remain anonymous. "They're a little nervous about maybe being associated with us," Russell, the CEO, said. Many scientists who work with clones withhold the location of their facilities out of concern that they will be targeted by animal-rights activists. ViaGen does the same with the kennels where it keeps cloned pets, Russell told me, fearing "sabotage."

A Gallup survey from 2023, the most recent year for which data are available, found that 61 percent of Americans considered animal cloning "morally wrong"--a number that has held steady over the past two decades, even as the technology has progressed. Enabling a mortal creature to be born anew, ad infinitum, seems to some like human overreach, and cloning can involve biological tinkering that feels unsettling. In 2002, researchers tried to clone giant pandas by injecting their genetic material into rabbit oocytes, which they then implanted into a cat. (It didn't work.) Even the more pedestrian cloning procedures often jumble breeds together in a way that lends birth a jack-in-the-box quality, as if anything might come out. To keep up with demand, ViaGen will regularly put several dog embryos from multiple clients into a single surrogate--meaning that, as a ViaGen employee told Wired last year, a beagle could theoretically "give birth to a litter of a cloned Chihuahua, a cloned Yorkie, a cloned miniature pinscher."


Blake Russell, the CEO of ViaGen, has a 1,000-acre ranch near Whitesboro, Texas, that includes multiple air-conditioned barns for the comfort of cloned foals. (Brian Finke for The Atlantic)



And that's when everything goes as hoped. Opponents of cloning object that it does not reliably produce healthy animals. ViaGen doesn't publish its data on the grounds that doing so would reveal proprietary information. Russell did tell me that 60 to 70 percent of ViaGen's cloned horse embryos will, after being transferred, result in a pregnancy--a success rate on par with the industry standard for regular embryo transfers. Yet cloned mammals that make it to term have been born with enlarged tongues, abnormal kidneys, overdeveloped muscles, defective hearts, and malformed brains, among other ailments. Kheiron, an Argentine company that clones horses, told Vanity Fair in 2015 that a quarter of its foals suffered from "serious or fatal health issues."

Veneklasen told me that in the early days of cloning, he'd seen problems along these lines. "Fifteen years ago, it was hell," he said. "They had big umbilical cords. And, some, they were contracted"--meaning the tendons of foals' legs were unable to fully extend. But in the past decade, he said, "I haven't seen any of that." A 2016 study of 13 cloned sheep, including four Dolly clones, found them all aging normally. The latest evidence suggests that if a clone is born healthy, it will live as long and as well as any regular peer.

These days, cloning works well enough that companies often wind up with more animals than they need. Scientists' inability to predict exactly how many embryos will make it, paired with customers' impatience to get the animal they ordered, can lead to the implantation of extra embryos--say, six to eight to get a single puppy. At ViaGen, these "overproduction animals" will be offered at a discount to the client or adopted by an employee, Russell said. (A ViaGen spokesperson stressed that the company does not euthanize extra clones.)

Even if a clone is born healthy, other animals can suffer along the way. To create the first cloned dog, in 2005, South Korean researchers extracted eggs from dozens of females, then surgically implanted 1,095 embryos into 123 dogs--yielding only two cloned puppies, one of which died of pneumonia shortly after birth. The process has since become more efficient, but harvesting oocytes and transferring embryos to dogs' wombs still requires them to undergo surgery.

Read: Are pet cloners happy with their choice?

In a paddock a short walk away from the frozen embryos, Veneklasen kept nearly 60 "recipient mares"--"recips" for short--which kicked up dust and nuzzled the dirt while they waited to have eggs removed, embryos implanted, or foals delivered. I watched one of Veneklasen's twin colleagues, with the efficiency of a line cook, ultrasound several dozen horses to monitor gestating clones or check mares' ovulation cycles, which the clinic controls with hormone injections that bring them into heat more quickly than usual so they can carry more foals.

Veneklasen argues that cloning is "zero inhumane." Almost all of his recips are rescues, he told me--mostly quarter horses that didn't work out as mounts and, instead of being slaughtered across the border (the practice is effectively illegal in the U.S.), have been conscripted into a life of perpetual reproduction. "She's had 13 babies, and we just put them"--new embryos--"right back in," he said, pointing to a 22-year-old mare.

The surrogates are indisputably seen as more disposable than the clones they carry. One of the twins, Hannah Looman, described rescuing a clone by performing a C-section on a pregnant recip, which died from the surgery. "Unfortunately, the clone is going to be way more valuable than the mare, so we've got to focus on saving the clone first," she told me.

The mares I saw at Veneklasen's clinic had glossy coats and well-nourished flanks. Besides being healthy, a recip's key qualification is to be "just sweet," Veneklasen said. ViaGen's dog and cat surrogates, which include a range of breeds to accommodate offspring of varying sizes, are generally not rescues, but are specifically bred to be "docile," with good maternal instincts, Russell told me. (The company gets cat oocytes from spay clinics it sponsors, and buys dog eggs from vets and breeders.)

Cloning has sparked fears that we could copy our way to a dangerously limited gene pool. But ViaGen has actually experimented with using the process to reintroduce genetic diversity into inbred populations of endangered species, such as the black-footed ferret. A female ferret's cells were frozen at the San Diego Zoo after her death in 1988. Later, she was cloned; one of her clones was mated to a male and, in November, birthed two healthy kits. The endangered Przewalski's horse that Veneklasen helped ViaGen clone has yielded two colts--both copies of a stallion born in 1975--that will be bred with mares at the San Diego Zoo. Other labs have cloned rare species such as gaur and bantengs.

As if to settle the question of clones' well-being, Veneklasen brought me over to see the two recently delivered foals, both less than 48 hours old, that had been cloned from a bucking horse buried not far from the recips' pasture. A clone's markings can differ slightly from the original's because of the way pigmented skin cells develop in utero, and the younger colt has a white star on its forehead that its predecessor did not. Hannah Looman and her identical twin--both with long, dark hair and wearing matching jeans with zippered vests over long-sleeved shirts--sat cuddling the younger newborn in its stall. "People get really freaked out by cloning, but you just have to say to them, 'It's no different than identical twins,' " Looman told me.

Veneklasen insists that spending time around clones is enough to convince anyone of cloning's merits. "I mean, all you have to do is go outside and start petting animals," he told me. "And everybody's like, 'Man, this is cooler than heck! That horse has been dead for five years, and yet, there he is.' "

Leslie Butzer cloned her first horse six years ago, but she's been a reproduction enthusiast for much longer. She has six children, about 40 or 50 horses ("I don't count or I have to tell my husband"), and three stables, where she's constantly striving to breed "the best ponies in the country"--a goal she reiterated to me four times. "People call me 'Mother Earth,' " Butzer told me by phone from her home in Florida. "I like to breed myself. I like to breed ponies."

Breeders have long intervened in the process of natural selection, deliberately mating animals to ensure that their offspring can produce more milk or fit into our purses. But even the most carefully orchestrated pairing yields a genetic unknown, whereas cloning guarantees an exact replica of a top animal. This has made it an enticing tool for professional breeders, and cloning firms' clients range from family farms to biotech companies. "Did I mention this is addicting?" one pork farmer wrote in a testimonial for Trans Ova, the livestock-cloning firm. Some breeders have even introduced gene editing in an effort to further upgrade their animals--manipulating bovine DNA, for example, to make drought-resistant cows. This process makes use of the same technology developed for cloning, although here the oocyte's genetic material is replaced with cells from an animal whose DNA has been modified for desirable traits.


The waiting area at ViaGen's office in Whitesboro (Brian Finke for The Atlantic)



Butzer's husband and daughter, who are both vets, have helped numerous clients clone their pets, but Butzer first got interested in using the technology herself after striking up a conversation with a ViaGen employee at a veterinary conference. Soon after, she called Blake Russell to discuss her exceptional pony Rico Suave. Then 18, solidly middle-aged in equine years, Rico was clever, athletic, and sound--everything Butzer wanted in a horse. Ponies of this caliber can be leased for as much as $250,000 a year, and in the decade that she'd owned him, Butzer had made about $2 million leasing him to riders, including the Bloomberg family. Rico's only shortcomings: He was mortal and had no testicles.

Like most stallions, Rico had been castrated to make him more docile. But because cloning replicates only what's encoded in DNA--and none of the physical changes an animal experiences post-birth--Rico Suave II was born fully intact and is, at age four, a father of three with two more on the way. Even now, this strikes Veneklasen as something of a magic trick: "Sperm from a gelding!" he hooted as we watched the ungelded clone of a castrated horse ejaculate into a plastic sleeve held by one of the identical twins. (Some equestrian disciplines, such as thoroughbred racing, do not allow clones to compete; others, such as rodeo, show jumping, and polo, have embraced the practice.)

Far more livestock than pets are cloned annually, and for reasons more practical than sentimental. The FDA approved the sale of meat and milk from clones in 2008, though cloned livestock are typically born to be bred, not slaughtered; their value lies in propagating their genes. Take Apple, a copper-colored Holstein with an imperious pout and a mammary system of near-bouncy-castle proportions. Mike Deaver, a former dairy farmer, told me he became "completely obsessed" with Apple after seeing the then-two-year-old heifer at a nearby farm in Wisconsin in 2006. Deaver recalled having less than $1,000 at the time, but he scraped together $60,000--an astronomical sum for such a young heifer--to buy her. Within a few months, he had skin samples taken so he could get her cloned.

Apple quickly distinguished herself: She was unusually fit, produced as much milk as top cows, and, at the 2011 World Dairy Expo, won Grand Champion in her division, a prize that recognizes the best genetics in a breed. With Trans Ova, Deaver made nine clones of Apple, essentially stockpiling her DNA. Then he began selling the genetic material to dairy farmers. They bought offspring ($190,000 for Apple's first heifer), clones (as much as $50,000 each), and semen from her bull calves (which, at $50 a straw, brought in about $3 million). Apple now has descendants in more than 100 countries. "I'm going to say she generated us $10 million," Deaver said. Apple's genetics were so impressive that at the 2013 World Dairy Expo, one of her clones took the top award, Apple came in second, and Apple's daughter placed third.

Thanks to cloning, an exceptional creature's genetics are no longer in short supply--"We make the irreplaceable animals replaceable" is a Trans Ova sales pitch--and this has complicated the issue of who owns what. "With five minutes with a horse in the stall, I could get enough DNA to have it cloned," simply by slicing off some of its skin, one breeder and ViaGen client told me. Cambiaso, the polo player, sued a former business partner, alleging that he'd violated their agreement to make "limited first-edition clones" of Cambiaso's top horse by selling "unauthorized" copies to competitors. Cambiaso argued that this constituted a misappropriation of his trade secrets. After a jury sided with Cambiaso, a judge required the business partner to return every clone, as well as all the tissue samples that had been used to make them.

En route to Blake Russell's ranch, a 1,000-acre property near Whitesboro that includes multiple air-conditioned barns for the comfort of cloned foals, Russell pulled over beside a fenced-in field and hopped out. "Let me show you something cool," he said.

Inside the pasture were seven clones of the same mare, all two years old or younger and being kept for a polo client. The chocolate-brown fillies looked so similar, it felt like a trick of the eye, although it was their behavior that caught me off guard. Instead of scattering around the meadow, they all grazed in a clump, and when they saw us walking through the pasture, they trotted over, moving in unison like a murmuration of starlings. Each one explored me in the same affable way as they took turns sniffing my sneakers, notebook, and hair. All seven trailed us back to the car.

To many of ViaGen's clients, cloning is appealing because of the potential they see to replicate an animal's physical and mental makeup. ViaGen's website assures customers that a clone can share the original's temperament and intelligence. But some people have come to believe that clones get even more from the founder animal than that: They theorize that past experiences can be recorded in an organism's cells through a process they refer to as "cellular memory," and transmitted just like eye color. "There's not a scientist in the world who will agree with me, except that I've seen it," Veneklasen said.


Norman, Winston, Sven, Fred, and George are all clones of a horse named Dynamo. (Amy Lynn Powell for The Atlantic)



The cloning community abounds in anecdotes: six-month-old puppies that supposedly complete agility courses as well as a five-year-old dog would; horses with the founder animal's same fear of garden hoses or antipathy toward men. ViaGen studiously avoids making promises about cellular memory, which remains firmly a theory. Only a handful of studies have compared the behavior of clones with more traditionally bred animals, and these have found negligible differences. A 2003 paper that analyzed nine cloned pigs found that their habits and preferences varied as much as--and in some cases more than--those of eight naturally bred pigs. To what degree anyone's behavior is shaped by genetics versus other factors continues to be a mystery, one I couldn't help thinking of as I watched the identical twins at Veneklasen's clinic doing their rounds. "It is funny: We both ended up doing the same thing," Looman told me. "I don't think we would've thought that."

When a beloved horse dies, Veneklasen said, he and his twin colleagues "always tell each other, 'She'll be back.' " Our tendency to project a consistency of behavior onto copied creatures speaks to what people are eager to see in them: that they are the animal we treasured, back again for another round at life. A clone can't resurrect the original. But in a way, it can ensure that the original never dies. "Really and truly, a horse can be alive forever. Forever and ever," Veneklasen told me. It's hard not to wonder whether we will turn that technology on ourselves.

In 2014, a team of researchers in California removed skin cells from a 75-year-old man, implanted his DNA into four dozen oocytes taken from human egg donors, and successfully created a cloned human embryo that developed into stem cells--the precursor to a fully fledged fetus. Neither that embryo nor several others that were made were transferred into a womb; the hope is that the technology could one day be used to, say, grow you a new kidney in a lab. But human cloning is no longer such a hypothetical.

Russell told me that ViaGen has been approached by people keen to explore it. But, he said, "we try to make it very clear our door is not even cracked open for that discussion."

More than 80 percent of Americans consider human cloning "morally wrong," although 12 percent now approve of it--a number that has ticked up over the past two decades. Some proponents argue that in the interest of discovery and progress, science should never be hemmed in. But from the moment Dolly the sheep was unveiled, cloning has rattled people's faith in scientists to self-regulate. "I'm trying to think of any single announcement short of the atomic bomb that made people as nervous," a bioethicist told me.

Certainly, the risk of public condemnation hasn't been enough to prevent some determined individuals from experimenting with human cloning. At least four different people or groups have, since the early 2000s, claimed to be working toward the goal. These include one of the senior-most leaders of a cult, an Italian physician sentenced to prison for drugging a nurse and harvesting her eggs, and a South Korean scientist who faked data and was convicted of embezzlement and ethics violations in a case that revealed women had been paid to donate their eggs for his experiments. None of them, as far as we know, has succeeded in copying a person.

From the June 2002 issue: Cloning Trevor

But what's actually stopping anybody from trying to clone themselves or someone else? In the United States, human cloning is legal at the federal level. Although some states outlaw the practice, more than two dozen others, including Texas, Florida, and Pennsylvania, have no prohibitions. The U.S. government does not allow the use of federal dollars for human cloning. But given the appetite for immortality among Silicon Valley elites and others, private funding might be relatively easy to come by. "You don't need that much to try human cloning," says Hank Greely, the director of the Center for Law and the Biosciences at Stanford University. "You need an IVF clinic, basically, and a small lab." (He added that it would be "deeply wrong and unethical" to attempt it.)

I spoke with one physician who remains eager to give it a go. Panayiotis Zavos, a fertility doctor in Kentucky, claimed in 2009 that a human clone was forthcoming: He said he had, at an undisclosed location, implanted 11 cloned human embryos into the wombs of four women. Whether he really did this is unclear; no babies were born. Though he is not actively pursuing cloning research now, Zavos told me, he's still interested in copying a person. He wouldn't say what he would need to restart his efforts, for fear of being inundated with requests. "The activity can be turned on by a switch by tomorrow, if need be," he said. Only a few hours before we spoke, he said, he'd received a call from a German woman dying of liver cancer who was curious to explore whether she could twin herself and leave her clone her fortune. That, or harvest its liver.



This article appears in the July 2025 print edition with the headline "The Clones Are Here."
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The Nobel Prize Winner Who Thinks We Have the Universe All Wrong

Cosmologists are fighting over everything.

by Ross Andersen




Updated at 11:02 a.m. ET on May 31, 2025

Adam Riess was 27 years old when he began the work that earned him the Nobel Prize in Physics, and just 41 when he received it. Earlier this year, Riess, who is now 55, pulled a graph-paper notebook off a bookshelf in his office at Johns Hopkins University so that I could see the yellowing page on which he'd made his famous calculations. He told me how these pen scratches led to a new theory of the universe. And then he told me why he now thinks that theory might be wrong.

For nearly a century, astronomers have known that the universe is expanding, because the galaxies that we can see around us through telescopes are all rushing away. Riess studied how they moved. He very carefully measured the distance of each one from Earth, and when all the data came together, in 1998, the results surprised him. They were "shocking even," he told his colleagues in a flustered email that he sent on the eve of his honeymoon. A striking pattern had emerged: The galaxies were receding more quickly than expected. This "immediately suggested a profound conclusion," he said in his Nobel Prize lecture. Something is causing the expansion of the universe to accelerate.

Riess's genius lies in making precise observations, but the task of explaining the accelerating expansion that he discovered fell to theorists. They proposed the existence of dark energy: a faint, repulsive force that pervades all of empty space. The amount of dark energy that fits inside your bedroom, say, isn't very strong. It won't blow the walls out. But when dark energy's power sums across truly cosmic volumes of space, it can drive galaxy clusters apart. And as this process puts more space between those galaxies, the repulsive force only strengthens, speeding up the expansion of the universe. Telescopes can see hundreds of billions of galaxies today, but trillions upon trillions of years from now, dark energy will have driven them all out of sight. Eventually, it will dilute every last bit of matter and energy into a cold equilibrium, a thin gruel of nothingness.

By doing the work that led to the discovery of dark energy, Riess had helped add the final piece to what has since come to be called the "standard model of cosmology." Indeed, few people played a larger role in establishing the standard model as the field's dominant theory of how the universe began, how it organized itself into galaxies, and how it will end. But in recent years, cosmologists, the people who study the universe on the largest scales of space and time, have begun to worry that this story, and particularly its final act, might be wrong. Some talk of revolution. A growing number now say that the standard model should be replaced.

Adam Riess is among them.

Whenever a big theory of the universe is teetering, the old guard tends to close ranks; hence, the classic joke about science progressing one funeral at a time. Riess easily could have joined the old guard. He could have been its commanding officer. When he returned from Stockholm with his prize in 2011, he found that his academic life had changed. People around him started to behave oddly, he told me. Some clammed up. Others argued with him about trivial things, he said, perhaps so they could boast of having dunked on a Nobel laureate. Riess was besieged with invitations to sit on panels, give talks, and judge science fairs. He was asked to comment on political issues that he knew nothing about. He told me he was even recruited to run major scientific institutions.

Riess wondered about that path--being the big boss of a NASA mission or gliding around a leafy university as its chancellor. He could see the appeal, but he hated fundraising, and unlike other, older Nobel laureates, he said, Riess still felt that he had scientific contributions to make, not as an administrator, but as a frontline investigator of capital-n Nature. "Scientists sometimes tell themselves this myth: I'll go lead this thing, and then I'll come back and do research," he told me. But then, by the time they've finished up with their administrative roles, they've lost touch with the data. They become clumsy with the latest software languages. "The science passes them by," Riess said.

Riess decided to stick with research. There was plenty to do. The standard model had not solved cosmology. Even in 2011, people knew that the theory was lacking some important details. For one, 96 percent of the standard model's universe is made up of dark energy and dark matter--and yet no scientist had ever detected either one directly. Cosmologists had good reasons to believe that both exist in some form, but any intuitions about how one might find either in the actual universe had not proved out. Something major seemed to be missing from the picture.

To get a better handle on these mysteries, theorists needed some new data. They badly wanted to know the rate at which the universe expands at different times, and for that they had to know the distances to galaxies from Earth with greater precision. This was Riess's specialty: He would wait until he saw a certain kind of star explode in a far-off galaxy, and then he'd photograph its unfolding detonation in real time. He knew these supernovas always reached a certain luminosity, which meant he could figure out how far away they were by measuring their brightness in his telescope. The dimmer they were, the farther away.

I'm making this sound a lot easier than it is. Taking a snapshot of an exploding star from tens of millions of light-years away involves many subtleties. You have to subtract out light from the bright stars that surround it, in its own galaxy. The glow of the Milky Way will also sneak into your images, and so will the sun's; you have to get rid of those too. At the same time, interstellar dust clouds near the star will block some of its light, as will dust in the Milky Way. These dimming effects must be accounted for. The circuits and other parts of your telescope will add noise to your image. The hundreds of thousands of pixels in your camera aren't all the same, and their differences will need to be sussed out ahead of every observation.

Riess had never stopped trying to master these delicate additions and subtractions of light. Within the field, his measurements have long been regarded as the most precise, according to Colin Hill, a cosmologist at Columbia who does not work with Riess. But in 2011, Riess and his team developed an even better technique for measuring cosmic distances with the Hubble Space Telescope. (The idea came to him in the swimming pool, he said.)

As these new and better data piled up, a problem soon emerged. With each measured distance to another galaxy, Riess would update his calculation of the current expansion rate of the universe. To his alarm, the answers he was getting differed from those produced another way. Some cosmologists don't bother with the distances to galaxies and look, instead, at the afterglow of the Big Bang. They can then take the expansion rate that they see in that snapshot of the early universe and extrapolate it forward on the basis of assumptions from the standard model. In other words, the latter approach takes it as a given that the standard model is correct.

Riess expected that this discrepancy between the two expansion rates would fade with further observations. But it was stubborn. The more he looked at distant galaxies, the more pronounced the difference became. Indeed, the mere fact of its existence presented the cosmologists with a serious problem. They became so vexed that they had to give it a name: the Hubble tension.

Riess wondered if the observations of the early universe that fed into the other measurement's equations might be wrong. But neither he nor anyone else could find fault with them. To Riess, this suggested that the Hubble tension could be a product of a broken theory. "It smelled like something might be wrong with the standard model," he told me.

If the standard model were to topple, the field of cosmology would be upended, and so would an important part of the grand story that we've been telling ourselves about the end of the universe. And so, naturally, with weighty matters of career, ego, and the very nature of existence at stake, the Hubble tension has led to a bit of tension among cosmologists.

Some of the field's most prominent scientists told me that they still expect the problem to disappear with more data, and that Riess may be getting ahead of himself. Wendy Freedman, a professor at the University of Chicago, has made her own measurements of the local universe, using different exploding stars, and the Hubble tension shows up in her data too. But it's smaller. She told me it's too soon to tell what the problem is: her measurements, the standard model, or something else. She would want to know the distances to many more galaxies before deciding on the culprit. She would also want to see multiple methods of measurement converging. At a minimum, hers and Riess's should match up. Hill, the cosmologist from Columbia, expressed a similar view.

Read: The most controversial Nobel Prize in recent memory

David Spergel, the president of the Simons Foundation, who has for decades held a lot of sway in the field, agrees that it's premature to start dancing on the standard model's grave. "Adam speaks very loudly," Spergel said. "He argues vociferously with whoever disagrees with him."

Riess does indeed prosecute his case with vigor. Still, no one has been able to find an error in his measurements, and not for lack of trying. His numbers have been cross-checked with observations from both the Hubble and James Webb Space Telescopes. Sean Carroll, a cosmologist and philosopher at Johns Hopkins who is not on Riess's team, told me that Riess has done a "heroic job" of knocking systematic errors out of his measurements. But Carroll said that it is still too early to tell if the Hubble tension will hold up, and definitely too early to throw out the standard model. "If the implications weren't so huge, people wouldn't be so skeptical," Carroll said.

Riess grew visibly exasperated when we discussed these objections. He blamed them on the "sociology" of the field. He said that a clique of cosmologists--Spergel and "other graybeards"--who work on the early universe have tended to dismiss conflicting data. (For the record, Riess's own goatee is observably gray.) Even so, at least one of them had come around to his view, he said. Riess had sent data to George Efstathiou, a well-respected early universe cosmologist who'd been a vocal skeptic of the Hubble tension. On his desktop computer, Riess showed me Efstathiou's reply: "Very convincing!"

I didn't want to make too much of what might have been politeness, so I followed up with Efstathiou myself. In the email that he wrote to me, he was more circumspect than he had been with Riess: "I don't have much to say on the Hubble tension." So far as he could tell, Riess's measurements didn't contain any errors, but he couldn't rule out the possibility that something in them was wrong.

Riess believes that in time he will be vindicated. He believes that the Hubble tension will likely grow more pronounced and that more cosmologists will start to question the standard model. For someone who helped stand up that theory, he comes off as gleeful about this possibility. Maybe this is just his scientific mindset: always deferential to the data. Or perhaps he simply craves the thrill of being right, again, about the fundamental nature of the universe.

When I visited Riess, back in January, he mentioned he was looking forward to a data release from the Dark Energy Spectroscopic Instrument, a new observatory on Kitt Peak, in Arizona's portion of the Sonoran Desert. DESI has 5,000 robotically controlled optic fibers. Every 20 minutes, each of them locks onto a different galaxy in the deep sky. This process is scheduled to continue for a total of five years, until millions of galaxies have been observed, enough to map cosmic expansion across time. The observatory was preparing to release its second batch of data. Riess thought the information might produce another challenge to the standard model.

In the simplest version of the theory, the strength of dark energy--the faint, repulsive force that's everywhere in the universe, pushing it apart--is fixed for all eternity. But DESI's first release, last year, gave some preliminary hints that dark energy was stronger in the early universe, and that its power then began to fade ever so slightly. On March 19, the team followed up with the larger set of data that Riess was awaiting. It was based on three years of observations, and the signal that it gave was stronger: Dark energy appeared to lose its kick several billion years ago.

This finding is not settled science, not even close. But if it holds up, a "wholesale revision" of the standard model would be required, Hill told me. "The textbooks that I use in my class would need to be rewritten." And not only the textbooks--the idea that our universe will end in heat death has escaped the dull, technical world of academic textbooks. It has become one of our dominant secular eschatologies, and perhaps the best-known end-times story for the cosmos. And yet it could be badly wrong. If dark energy weakens all the way to zero, the universe may, at some point, stop expanding. It could come to rest in some static configuration of galaxies. Life, especially intelligent life, could go on for a much longer time than previously expected.

Read: When a telescope is a national-security risk

If dark energy continues to fade, as the DESI results suggest is happening, it may indeed go all the way to zero, and then turn negative. Instead of repelling galaxies, a negative dark energy would bring them together into a hot, dense singularity, much like the one that existed during the Big Bang. This could perhaps be part of some larger eternal cycle of creation and re-creation. Or maybe not. The point is that the deep future of the universe is wide open.

I called Riess after the DESI results came out, to see how he was feeling. He told me that he had an advance look at them. When he'd opened the data file in his office, a smile spread across his face. He'd been delighted to see another tough result for the standard model. He compared the theory to an egg that is breaking. "It's not going to cleave neatly in one place," he said. "You would expect to see multiple cracks opening up."

Whether the cracks--if they really are cracks--will widen remains to be seen. Many new observations will come, not just from DESI, but also from the new Vera Rubin Observatory in the Atacama Desert, and other new telescopes in space. On data-release days for years to come, the standard model's champions and detractors will be feverishly refreshing their inboxes. For the moment, though, Riess believes that the theorists have become complacent. When he reaches out to them for help in making sense of his empirical results, their responses disappoint him. "They're like, Yeah, that's a really hard problem," he said. "Sometimes, I feel like I am providing clues and killing time while we wait for the next Einstein to come along."

When I talked to Riess for the last time, he was at a cosmology conference in Switzerland. He sounded something close to giddy. "When there's no big problems and everything's just kind of fitting, it's boring," he said. Now among his colleagues, he could feel a new buzz. The daggers are out. A fight is brewing. "The field is hot again," he told me. A new universe suddenly seems possible.



This article originally attributed to Riess the discovery that the farther away galaxies are, the faster they are receding. In fact, he found that galaxies are receding faster that expected.
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        Why Skepticism About College Is Hard to Shake
        Isabel Fattal

        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.College-graduation ceremonies are expressions of joy, but also of relief. As photos are taken, tassels turned, hugs exchanged, the hope is that all of the hard work, and the money, will have been worth it.But many Americans aren't convinced that it is. Confidence in the institution of higher education h...
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Why Skepticism About College Is Hard to Shake

Americans' feelings about the benefits of higher education don't always match the facts.

by Isabel Fattal




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.


College-graduation ceremonies are expressions of joy, but also of relief. As photos are taken, tassels turned, hugs exchanged, the hope is that all of the hard work, and the money, will have been worth it.

But many Americans aren't convinced that it is. Confidence in the institution of higher education has fallen sharply over the past decade, and among political groups, Republicans show the most skepticism. A 2024 Pew Research Center report noted that only one in four Americans says "it's extremely or very important to have a four-year college degree in order to get a well-paying job in today's economy." The fact that finding a job has gotten more difficult for recent graduates hasn't done much to inspire faith in higher education. The Federal Reserve Bank of New York reported in late April that the unemployment rate for recent grads is at 5.8 percent (compared with the overall unemployment rate of 4.2 percent), its highest since July 2021.

Some challenges in finding a job after graduation are more about the economic patterns of the past few years than they are about the deficiencies of college. In 2021, America was going through the "Great Resignation," when many people were quitting jobs to find better pay or better working conditions elsewhere. But after inflation rose dramatically that same year and the U.S. Federal Reserve raised interest rates in 2022, demand cooled for white-collar industry jobs such as those in technology and consulting. Now "the Great Resignation has become what some people call the 'Great Stay,'" my colleague Derek Thompson told me. "We're still adding jobs, but there's not as many openings for the musical chairs of the economy as there used to be."

The years immediately following the pandemic were also a time of major wage growth for traditionally low-wage industries, such as retail and hospitality, which employ a large share of workers with less formal education. But this growth may not last throughout a worker's life: In general, earnings for low-wage jobs that do not require a college degree tend to stagnate over time. "Wages grow faster for more-educated workers because college is a gateway to professional occupations, such as business and engineering, in which workers learn new skills, get promoted, and gain managerial experience," the economist David Deming explained in The Atlantic in 2023.

If we take the recent unemployment stats as a result of specific post-pandemic trends, they shouldn't necessarily spook people into giving up on college. But questions about the benefit of a college degree far precede the pandemic. Research by the Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco estimates that the earnings gap between college graduates and high-school graduates stopped widening around 2010 and has been fairly consistent ever since. The experts I spoke with were clear: The college wage premium is still high--in other words, college graduates make more money on average than nongraduates. In fact, the latest data suggest that the median salary for college graduates aged 22-27 is 50 percent higher than high-school graduates of the same age. But this premium doesn't appear to be  going up.

Part of this story is the fact that employers have found it easier in recent years to hire high-school graduates to do the same entry-level work as college graduates. As the San Francisco Bank researchers note, this may be because we've seen a relative slowdown in the invention of new technologies that favor college graduates who are educated in using them, like desktop computers did in the 1980s. And although it's too soon to tell the effect that generative AI is having on the job market for new grads, this tech seems likely to introduce the opposite dynamic: Instead of putting college graduates at an advantage, it could decrease the number of entry-level jobs that require more formal education.

The college wage premium is still high, which means that it's still beneficial to get a degree. But for whom, exactly? A new working paper from Zachary Bleemer, an assistant professor of economics at Princeton, and Sarah Quincy, an assistant professor of economics at Vanderbilt, found that for the first half of the 20th century, college offered the same added wage value for students from both high- and low-income backgrounds. That changed after the 1960s: Since then, the overall return on college has grown, and the relative value of college for lower-income kids has steadily declined.

Some of this is because lower-income students have become less likely than higher-income students to enroll in traditional four-year colleges, instead opting for community or for-profit colleges. Another reason, Bleemer told me, is that in recent decades, many states have chosen to invest more in their flagship schools than in the local public universities, where a large share of their students are enrolled. As the gaps between these schools have widened, Bleemer said, "the relative value of college for the lower-income kids that predominantly go to these local public institutions has fallen." What a student chooses to major in also matters: Higher-income students have become more likely to earn degrees in computer science and engineering in recent years. As universities have become more selective about which students they admit to these degree programs, "lower-income kids are increasingly left out of those very high-wage disciplines," he said.

Bleemer had the same note of caution as the other experts I spoke with: Although the relative value of college for low-income students has fallen, "it's still way bigger than zero." He pointed me to studies from several states that show the value of college to the long-run outcomes of students who were just at the margins of being permitted to enroll in their state's public higher-education system--particularly those with lower incomes. The research shows that college-going is valuable for those kids--"far more valuable than the tuition costs" they accrue, Bleemer said.

Even though the numbers make the case for college, much of Americans' distrust in higher education has nothing to do with return on investment. Some of their skepticism is rooted in the realities of a difficult job market, but another portion is rooted in broader political views and abstract notions about the perils of academia. These doubts may also have a basis in Americans' lack of faith in institutions, and in one another.

Colleges can't solve those problems by themselves. But schools, and the governments that fund them, do have a role in earning that trust back--in strengthening universities' reputation as places for learning, discovering oneself, and finding abundant opportunity. More state and federal investment in higher education could help. As the Trump administration attempts to strip schools of federal funding, though, it's becoming clear that setting up colleges to better serve students is not a national priority.

Related:

	The college backlash is going too far. (From 2023)
 	Something alarming is happening to the job market. 




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic.

	A high IQ makes you an outsider, not a genius.
 	The David Frum Show: Why are the media so afraid of Trump?
 	No one can offer any hope, George Packer argues.




Today's News

	Donald Trump's 50 percent tariffs on steel and aluminum imports have kicked in.
 	The Congressional Budget Office released an analysis estimating that the tax bill working its way through Congress will increase deficits by $2.4 trillion over the next decade. It also estimated that an additional 10.9 million people will lose health insurance by 2034 because of cuts and new eligibility rules in the bill.
 	President Trump said that Vladimir Putin told him he plans to respond to Ukraine's major drone attack on Russian airfields.




More From The Atlantic

	Archivists aren't ready for the "very online" era.
 	A Ukrainian crime caper that undermines expectations
 	Big Tech's AI endgame is coming into focus.




Evening Read
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Mount Everest's Xenon-Gas Controversy Will Last Forever

By Alex Hutchinson

It was a travesty--two travesties, actually, separate but inextricably linked. In May 1953, Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay became the first people to reach the summit of Mount Everest, a challenge that had killed more than a dozen people in the preceding decades and that scientists had once declared impossible. The catch: They breathed canisters of pure oxygen, an aid that the Everest pioneer George Mallory--one of those who died on the mountain--had once dismissed as "a damnable heresy."


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Heritage Images / Getty



Look. Spend time with photos of a spectacular eruption at Mount Etna.

Read. These five books will redirect your attention when you need it.

Play our daily crossword.

Isabel Fattal 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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FEMA Is Not Prepared

Citizens could be on their own this hurricane season.

by David A. Graham




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


Updated at 4:32 p.m. ET on June 4, 2025

Who manages the disaster if the disaster managers are the disaster?

That's a question that the people of the United States may have to answer soon. As hurricane season begins in the U.S., the Federal Emergency Management Agency is in disarray.

Reuters reported yesterday that acting FEMA head David Richardson suggested during a meeting with employees that he was unaware of the very existence of a hurricane season. A spokesperson for the Department of Homeland Security dismissed the report: "Despite meanspirited attempts to falsely frame a joke as policy, there is no uncertainty about what FEMA will be doing this Hurricane Season." The spokesperson added, "FEMA is shifting from bloated, DC-centric dead weight to a lean, deployable disaster force that empowers state actors to provide relief for their citizens."

FEMA employees, and Americans at large, might be forgiven for having doubts. Richardson has only been on the job since early May, when his predecessor was abruptly fired after telling Congress he did not believe that FEMA should be eliminated, as President Donald Trump has contemplated. Richardson is a Marine veteran who had been leading the DHS office that seeks to prevent attacks on the U.S. involving weapons of mass destruction, but he has no experience with disaster management. The Wall Street Journal reported that he had expressed surprise at how broad FEMA's remit is. (The last time FEMA was led by an administrator whose profession was not emergency management was the mid-2000s, under Michael Brown. If you don't know how that turned out, I recommend my colleague Vann R. Newkirk II's award-winning podcast on Hurricane Katrina, Floodlines.)

But Richardson surely is aware of hurricane season. In mid-May, CNN obtained an internal document warning that FEMA was badly behind schedule. "As FEMA transforms to a smaller footprint, the intent for this hurricane season is not well understood, thus FEMA is not ready," it read. (DHS, which oversees FEMA, said the information was "grossly out of context.") To calm worries at the agency, Richardson held a conference call. "I would say we're about 80 or 85 percent there," he told staff, according to ABC News. "The next week, we will close that gap and get to probably 97 to 98 percent of a plan. We'll never have 100 percent of a plan."

That was not the most reassuring answer, and it looks worse now. The Journal reports that in the same meeting yesterday where Richardson suggested unfamiliarity with hurricane season, he also said the agency would return to its 2024 hurricane-preparedness strategy. How that will work is anyone's guess, given that FEMA has already slashed programs and staff since last year's hurricane season. (FEMA responded to my request for comment with DHS's statement, but did not answer specific questions or make any official available for an interview.)

FEMA is not a large part of the federal government by budget or staff, but it is an important one because it directly affects the lives of ordinary Americans in their worst moments. Washington can seem distant and abstract, but disasters are not, and as Hurricane Helene last year demonstrated, even people living in supposed "climate havens" are susceptible to extreme weather.

In the aftermath of Helene, Trump grasped the widespread public fury at FEMA, which storm victims felt was not responsive enough, fast enough. (Major disasters are major, and even the best-managed response is going to be slower than anyone wants, but no one seems to think this was the best-managed response.) As a candidate, he was quick to say that the Biden administration should do more, but since becoming president again, he has taken steps to ensure that FEMA can and will do less.

FEMA is also making recovery harder for the victims of past disasters. In April, Trump declined to declare a major disaster in Washington State, which would free up funding for recovery from a bomb cyclone in November 2024; the state's entire congressional delegation pleaded with him to reconsider. DHS also denied North Carolina more funding for cleanup after Helene, which Governor Josh Stein estimated would cost state taxpayers hundreds of millions of dollars. The president also refused individual federal assistance to nine Arkansas counties struck by tornadoes in March, only reversing the decision after Governor Sarah Huckabee Sanders, who served as press secretary in Trump's first administration, called the president directly.

In the post-FEMA future that Trump has floated, states would be responsible for all disaster recovery. Some conservatives have long argued that states need to shoulder more responsibility for smaller disasters, but most states (and territories such as Puerto Rico) simply don't have the resources to respond to large-scale disasters like Helene. This is, after all, one reason the 13 colonies united in the first place: for mutual aid and protection. The federal government has much greater resources and, unlike most states, is not required to balance its budget annually. That makes it a crucial financial backstop. As Brock Long, who led FEMA during Trump's first term, told me last year, "All disasters are locally executed, state managed, and federally supported."

FEMA has not, generally, been a partisan agency. Administrators may have different political views, but they try to provide help without consideration for politics. I've spoken with several administrators over the years, and they are consistently professional, don't take wildly differing approaches to their work, and are dedicated to emergency response. When an employee at FEMA was caught telling workers not to help people with Trump signs in their yards, it was rightly a scandal. Yet in his first term, Trump himself reportedly withheld or delayed disaster funds in multiple cases based on partisanship. His reversal on assistance for Arkansas residents raises the specter of a future in which only states whose governors are close to Trump can hope to obtain relief.

And yet if FEMA isn't prepared for hurricane season, doesn't have sufficient staff, and is laboring under a president who would like to see it gone, the problem may not be that only the president's allies can get help from the federal government--but rather that no one can.

Related:

	Hurricane Helene through the eyes of a former FEMA chief
 	David Inserra: There are too many federal disasters.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Feudalism is our future.
 	Ukraine's warning to the world's other military forces
 	The GOP's new Medicaid denialism




Today's News

	DHS Secretary Kristi Noem announced that the family of the man accused of Sunday's attack at a Colorado demonstration for Israeli hostages has been taken into ICE custody.
 	Elon Musk posted on X calling President Donald Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act a "disgusting abomination."
 	Mount Etna, an active volcano in eastern Sicily, erupted. No injuries resulted.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: Derek Thompson explains the No. 1 rule for understanding Donald Trump.
 	The Weekly Planet: Our diets are awful for the planet. But we can't simply abandon food, Michael Grunwald writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



More From The Atlantic

	Diddy's trial is revealing a conspiracy, but it's not the one people expected.
 	Dear James: 'I'm not very punk rock'




Evening Read
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Nutrition Science's Most Preposterous Result

By David Merritt Johns

From 2023
 Last summer, I got a tip about a curious scientific finding. "I'm sorry, it cracks me up every time I think about this," my tipster said.
 Back in 2018, a Harvard doctoral student named Andres Ardisson Korat was presenting his research on the relationship between dairy foods and chronic disease to his thesis committee. One of his studies had led him to an unusual conclusion: Among diabetics, eating half a cup of ice cream a day was associated with a lower risk of heart problems. Needless to say, the idea that a dessert loaded with saturated fat and sugar might actually be good for you raised some eyebrows at the nation's most influential department of nutrition.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Sohrab Hura / Magnum



Watch. Our writers and editors recommend five movies they could watch over and over again.

Read. Susan Choi's new book, Flashlight, considers the evolution of rage.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Professional emergency managers are some of the most impressive people I've interviewed. To succeed, they have to be extremely practical, very creative, and totally unflappable. In 2015, while reporting an article on "maximums of maximums"--the biggest hypothetical catastrophes the nation could face--I asked some sources what their nightmare was. "What keeps me up is another form of a pandemic, respiratory transmitted, highly lethal virus," Anthony Fauci told me. (Good prediction, doc.) But when I asked Craig Fugate, then FEMA's administrator, what kept him up at night, he answered in the way that only a veteran of many disasters could: "Nothing."

-- David

This article originally misstated who declined to declare a major disaster in Washington State.

Isabel Fattal 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 Trump Administration Targets Congress--Again

Under Donald Trump, the executive branch has pursued a multipronged attack on the legislature's independence. Does Congress even want to fight back?

by David A. Graham




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


For the second time in less than a month, the Trump administration has used law enforcement to directly target Congress. And for the second time in less than a month, Congress is showing that it doesn't have the desire or ability to defend itself. Republicans are mostly unwilling to do anything to stand up to Donald Trump, and Democrats are incapable of exerting either formal or informal political power. The Constitution's checks and balances are premised on each branch wanting to protect its powers. What happens if that's not the case?

In an incident last week that emerged publicly only late last Friday, police from the Department of Homeland Security handcuffed an aide to Representative Jerry Nadler, one of the most prominent Democrats and Trump critics in the U.S. House. The confrontation occurred at a federal building in Manhattan that contains both an immigration court and Nadler's office. Officers eventually released the aide without making an arrest.

The reasons for the detention are, naturally, disputed. In a video, an officer says, "You're harboring rioters in the office." No riot had occurred, though. In a darkly ironic statement on Saturday, DHS claimed that officers were trying to inspect the office out of concern for the safety of Nadler staffers and were obstructed by, um, a Nadler staffer. According to Nadler's office, his staff had just witnessed federal agents detaining migrants outside the immigration courtroom. Struggling to reach deportation quotas, DHS has embraced the tactic, arresting a number of people just after cases are closed or dismissed; the strategy has drawn fierce criticism from advocates. Nadler is requesting a congressional investigation into the event.

This incident follows another from last month, when Democrats attempted to inspect a DHS facility in New Jersey. Newark Mayor Ras Baraka was arrested on the scene, and though the charge was dropped--and a judge thrashed the prosecutors--interim U.S. Attorney for New Jersey Alina Habba, Trump's former personal lawyer, then used dubious evidence to charge Representative LaMonica McIver with assaulting federal agents. (McIver has denied the charges.)

Under Trump, the executive branch has pursued a multipronged attack on Congress's independence and powers. In addition to pressure from law enforcement, the White House has sought to seize power over regulatory agencies that Congress established explicitly to have independence. Although Trump backed down from a plan to install Cabinet members without Senate confirmation, he has used acting appointments vigorously--Habba, for example, is serving in an interim capacity and is not confirmed. And Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought once again said over the weekend that he wants to use impoundment to circumvent Congress's power of the purse.

Yet Congress has done almost nothing to push back. This moment is the culmination of years of fecklessness, which has occurred under the leadership of both parties but probably originated in an overhaul by Republican Speaker Newt Gingrich in the 1990s. Congress has become less and less productive legislatively. It can't pass budgets. It has often deferred to the executive branch, happy to let the president take political heat.

Because Republicans currently control both houses of Congress, the onus is on them to act. The Founders expected that rivalry between the branches would help ensure balance, not anticipating the intense partisan polarization of the moment, in which GOP affinity overrides the desire to defend congressional muscle. Where does that leave Democrats? They can try to use lawsuits; judges have been the most consistent locus of resistance to Trump's power grab, but the courts were slow and not always helpful when Congress tried to sue during his first term. Democrats can also try to rally public opinion to oppose a president who polls show is unpopular.

If that's the plan, it's not going well. Yesterday, CNN's Dana Bash asked House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries about what had happened at Nadler's office.

"In terms of how we will respond to what Trump and the administration has endeavored to do, we will make that decision in a time, place, and manner of our choosing," Jeffries replied, sounding exactly like a ChatGPT version of a Democratic leader. "But the response will be continuous, and it will meet the moment that is required."

Bash replied with the obvious question: "What exactly does that mean?"

Jeffries served up some more polysyllabic word salad. "In terms of additional things that may take place with respect to our congressional oversight, authority, and capacity, we will respond in a time, place, and manner of our choosing if this continues to happen."

Apparently, Jeffries realized that he didn't win much confidence in February when he threw up his hands and wondered, "What leverage do we have?" But his new rhetoric doesn't give voters anything more to hold on to. The administration has already concluded that Jeffries is just bluffing. Before McIver's charges, Jeffries warned the administration against punishing any members of Congress. If they crossed that "red line," Jeffries suggested, he'd retaliate. What exactly would he do? "They'll find out. They'll find out." Habba crossed the red line without hesitation--and so far without consequence.

No wonder voters are uninspired. A CNN poll released over the weekend found that Americans see a greater distinction between the vision of the two parties than in the recent past. Given Trump's unpopularity and voters' disapproval of his agenda, that ought to be good news for Democrats, but they are proving incapable of seizing the moment, instead continuing to relitigate the 2024 election.

The attacks on Congress aren't a problem just for Democrats--at least not in the long run. Republicans happy to surrender powers when a president is enacting policies they like may rue the loss of those powers the next time a Democrat is in the White House. More important, though, checks and balances are designed to protect any branch or figure from becoming too powerful and running roughshod over not just the other branches but also the rights of citizens.

"The Trump administration is really using totalitarian or even authoritarian practices," Nadler told The New York Times after the incident at his office. He added: "We have to fight them. We don't want to be a fascist country." Let's hope he's not just begging the question.

Related:

	The tragedy of the Congress (From 2022) 
 	The big, beautiful Republican shrug




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic.

	The secret history of Trump's private cellphone
 	The deadly virus of anti-Semitic terrorism
 	What the fastest-growing Christian group reveals about America
 	A bizarre PTSD therapy "seemed too good to be true."




Today's News

	The man who attacked a demonstration in Boulder, Colorado, for Israeli hostages has been charged with a federal hate crime.
 	After their second round of direct peace talks, Russia and Ukraine did not make significant progress but did reach an agreement to exchange all sick and severely wounded prisoners of war, plus those younger than 25.
 	The Trump administration asked the Supreme Court to allow it to proceed with its plan for mass layoffs across government agencies, which was blocked by a federal judge.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal rounds up some honest, not-always-rosy, but often hopeful advice for the college graduate in your life.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



More From The Atlantic

	Inside the creepy, surprisingly routine business of animal cloning
 	The Supreme Court's green double standard
 	The anti-anti-feminist election




Evening Read
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You Don't Know Yourself as Well as You Think You Do

By Julie Beck

Know thyself: Many have said this. Socrates--maybe you've heard of him? Though he seems to have gotten the phrase from the oracle at Apollo's temple in Delphi, where it was chiseled into the stone facade. In the Tao-te Ching, Lao-tzu wrote, "If you understand others you are smart. If you understand yourself you are illuminated." And Shakespeare had his own pithy aphorism, "To thine own self be true," presupposing that thou knowest enough about thine own self to be true to it.
 Good advice, to a point. If you know absolutely nothing about yourself or your likes, wants, values, or personality, you either are a baby or have bigger problems than a dead philosopher can address.
 Yet sometimes all of modern life seems to be pushing people toward knowing themselves in more and more granular ways.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Shutterstock.



Watch. Reformed (on Max), the latest TV show featuring a charming rabbi, leavens existential depth with comedy, Gal Beckerman writes.

Read. Melissa Febos's new book, The Dry Season, recounts Febos's year of celibacy and the freedom it gave her to reconnect with the world.

Play our daily crossword.

Isabel Fattal 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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Five Movies Worth a Repeat Watch

Our writers and editors share which films they can enjoy over and over again.

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.

Not all movies are meant to be watched twice. Some leave a glancing effect; others emanate so much intensity that the idea of sitting through them again feels unbearable. But then there are those films that draw you back in, even after you've seen it all before. So we asked The Atlantic's writers and editors: What's a movie you can watch over and over again?





Raising Arizona (available to rent on Prime Video)

I've probably seen Raising Arizona, the Coen brothers' 1987 classic with Holly Hunter and a 22-year-old Nicolas Cage, a half dozen times over the years. But I've watched the opening sequence many, many more times than that. It's a whole movie-within-the-movie, building up to the title shot with Cage's deadpan narration, rapid-cut scenes, and a jaunty musical bed that goes from whistling and humming to weird ululating. The screenwriting has some all-time-great lines ("I tried to stand up and fly straight, but it wasn't easy with that sumbitch Reagan in the White House," says Cage, with wild hair, aviators, and a 12-gauge shotgun, preparing to stick up a convenience store).

The other day, I made my 12-year-old watch it for the first time. When Cage says to his chatty prison bunkmate, incredulously, "You ate sand?!" my son nearly fell on the floor. A true marker of timelessness.

-- Nick Miroff, staff writer

***

White Christmas (streaming on Prime Video)

It makes me miserable to contemplate how many people have never once seen the 1954 film White Christmas, let alone given it 10 to 20 percent of their attention while focusing on other activities, which is the ideal way to view it. Then again, the film's surprising obscurity is its hidden ace: From the moment you press "Play" on White Christmas, no one who glances at the screen will be able to predict or even comprehend any aspect of the Technicolor encephalitic fever dream exploding before them unless they have previously seen White Christmas. In any given frame, a viewer might be confronted with a horde of people cavorting inside a giant purple void, waggling tambourines adorned with women's faces; the bombed-out smoldering remains of 1944 Europe; or the virtuoso dancer Vera-Ellen, in head-to-heel chartreuse, executing pirouettes at faster-than-heartbeat speeds (for no defined reason). Muted, it makes for terrific social lubricant at a party--there's something dazzling to remark upon nearly every second if conversation lags. Don't concern yourself with the plot; the film's writers did not.

-- Caity Weaver, staff writer

***

The Lord of the Rings franchise (streaming on Max)

I suppose my answer is less of a love letter to a movie than it is one to my family. My husband is the movie buff in our family--I'll rarely be caught rewatching movies. But his undying loyalty to the Lord of the Rings franchise means we've watched the trilogy together multiple times, more than once in an 11-plus-hour binge. (Yeah ... it's the extended editions, every time.) The movies are a genuinely gorgeous feat of storytelling, bested only by the books; fantasy and action sequences aside, they spotlight friendship, loyalty, and the dueling motivations of pride, duty, and greed. And for our family, at least, they'll be a regular feature--I'm pretty sure it was implicit in our wedding vows that we'd indoctrinate our kids into the LOTR lore--which means that the films are about carving out time for one another as well.

-- Katherine J. Wu, staff writer

***

All Your Faces (available to rent on Google Play and Apple TV)

I've watched the French film All Your Faces three times in the past eight months. The movie isn't a documentary, but it's based on real restorative-justice programs in France that were introduced about a decade ago.

Why did I repeatedly return to a film about an idiosyncratic feature of a foreign country's criminal-justice system? There's something about the encounter between victim and perpetrator, and the instability and unpredictability of these interactions, that surprised me each time I watched it. Equally intense was the tenderness between the instructors and the programs' participants, most evident between the characters played by Adele Exarchopoulos and Elodie Bouchez. But it's Miou-Miou, playing an elderly victim of petty street crime, who delivers the most haunting line in the movie: "I don't understand the violence." A mantra for our time.

-- Isaac Stanley-Becker, staff writer

***

Little Women (streaming on Hulu)

Little Women first came to me as a comfort movie. Based on Louisa May Alcott's 1868 novel, Greta Gerwig's 2019 film adaptation features not so much plot as simply vibes: a familiar tale of four sisters and their childhood friend, scenes of a snowy Christmas morning perfect for the holidays.

But with each subsequent encounter during my lonely postgraduate months in a new city, I began to appreciate the little rebellions that make Gerwig's Little Women so special. The story is full of moments of seeing: Professor Bhaer turns around to watch Jo watching a play, Laurie gazes into the Marches' windows, and we, as viewers, feel seen by Jo's boyish brashness. But Gerwig also chooses to focus on Jo's many anxieties. Early in the film, Jo uncharacteristically dismisses her own writing ("Those are just stories," she says. Just!); later, her monologue reveals a vulnerable desire for companionship (But I'm so lonely!). Gerwig honors the story's essence, but her version is not a granular retelling; rather, it serves as an homage to the art of writing itself--and women's mundane, humble stories, which Jo and Alcott are desperate to tell.

-- Yvonne Kim, associate editor





Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The perilous spread of the wellness craze
 	Bring back communal kid discipline.
 	The conversations Trump's doctors should be having with him




The Week Ahead

	Ballerina, an action movie in the John Wick franchise starring Ana de Armas as an assassin bent on avenging her father's death (in theaters Friday)
 	Season 3 of Ginny & Georgia, a comedy-drama series about a single mom and two kids trying to settle down in a new town (premieres Thursday on Netflix)
 	The Haves and the Have-Yachts, a book by the journalist Evan Osnos featuring dispatches on the ultrarich (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Paras Griffin / Getty.



Diddy's Defenders

By Xochitl Gonzalez

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.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	What the show of the summer knows about intimacy
 	Five books that will redirect your attention
 	Unraveling the secrets of the Inca empire
 	How a recession might tank American romance
 	A film that captures a "friend breakup"






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	David Frum: The Trump presidency's world-historical heist
 	Adam Serwer: The new Dark Age
 	The coming Democratic civil war




Photo Album


The Inuit professional bear hunter Martin Madsen, 28, closes his eyes as he rides his dog sled over soft snow in the village of Ittoqqortoormiit in Greenland. (Olivier Morin / AFP / Getty)



Take a look at the beauty of the North. These photographs are by Olivier Morin, who captures remarkable images of the natural world, largely focusing on northern climates.



Play our daily crossword.

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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When College Graduates Face Reality

Advice from <em>Atlantic</em> writers on dealing with the inevitable uncertainty of the next weeks and months

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.


"History found you." In 2020, Caitlin Flanagan told recent college graduates that their dreams were interrupted in much the same way her father's dreams had once been interrupted. In 1941, he was a new student at Amherst College, "and he thought it was paradise," Caitlin wrote. Then the Pearl Harbor bombing happened, and he and his college peers enlisted in the Army the very next day.

History found both of these generations and left them with a whole lot of plans deferred, but perhaps also something great--"As very young people you know something powerful: that you have been tested, and you did not falter," Caitlin wrote. "You kept going."

Caitlin's essay is one of a series of commencement speeches The Atlantic commissioned in 2020 for students who would not be able to attend their graduation. In them, writers spoke to young people growing up in the shadow of loss, who were watching as humanity as a whole was tested. While 2025 isn't the same topsy-turvy reality as 2020, students still face a core uncertainty about what comes next. Below is a collection of honest, not-always-rosy, but often hopeful advice for the graduate in your life.



On Graduating

You Thought You Were Free, but History Found You

By Caitlin Flanagan

The 2020 commencement speech you'll never hear

Read the article.

I Didn't Get to Graduate Either

By Bridget Phetasy

In May 1998, I should have been finishing my first year at an Ivy League college. Instead, I was in a state-funded halfway house in Minneapolis trying to recover from a heroin addiction.

Read the article.

A Commencement Address Too Honest to Deliver in Person

By David Brooks

I couldn't say these things during a traditional ceremony, but these aren't traditional times.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	"I didn't have any graduation wisdom. So I asked 19 smart people instead." Joe Pinsker relayed what a novelist, a therapist, a Buddhist teacher, and others had to say to the class of 2020.
 	The long goodbye to college: Any recent graduate will tell you that their head felt heaviest after the cap came off, Amogh Dimri writes.




Other Diversions

	The Nobel Prize winner who thinks we have the universe all wrong
 	How to look at Paul Gauguin
 	The curse of Ayn Rand's heir




P.S.


Courtesy of Courtney C.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "Sunrise symmetry: a reminder of the order that exists in this chaotic world," Courtney C., 74 , from Bermuda Run, North Carolina, writes.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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The TACO Presidency

Wall Street seems to have finally figured out Donald Trump--and it may be too late.

by David A. Graham




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


One way to trace the past nine years of Donald Trump is the journey from taco bowls to TACO bulls. (Hey, don't click away! This is going somewhere!)

Back in May 2016, the then-GOP presidential candidate posted a picture of himself eating a Trump Tower Tex-Mex entree. "I love Hispanics!" he wrote. Nearly everyone understood this as an awkward pander.

Now, in May 2025, Wall Street is all over the "TACO trade," another instance of people realizing they shouldn't take the president at face value. "TACO" is short for "Trump always chickens out." Markets have tended to go down when Trump announces new tariffs, but investors have recognized that a lot of this is bluffing, so they're buying the dip and then profiting off the inevitable rally.

A reporter asked Trump about the expression on Wednesday, and he was furious. "I chicken out? I've never heard that," he said. "Don't ever say what you said. That's a nasty question. To me, that's the nastiest question." The reaction demonstrates that the traders are right, because--to mix zoological metaphors--a hit dog will holler. The White House keeps talking tough about levying new tariffs on friends and geopolitical rivals alike, but Trump has frequently gone on to lower the measures or delay them for weeks or months.

Foreign leaders had figured out that Trump was a pushover by May 2017, and a year later, I laid out in detail his pattern of nearly always folding. He's a desirable negotiating foil, despite his unpredictable nature, because he doesn't tend to know his material well, has a short attention span, and can be easily manipulated by flattery. The remarkable thing is that it's taken this long for Wall Street to catch on.

Even though no president has been so purely a businessman as Trump, he and the markets have never really understood each other. That is partly because, as I wrote yesterday, Trump just isn't that good at business. Despite much glitzier ventures over the years, his most effective revenue sources have been rent collection at his legacy properties and rent-seeking as president. His approach to protectionism is premised on a basic misunderstanding of trade.

Yet Wall Street has never seemed to have much better of a grasp on Trump than he has on them, despite having many years to crack the code. (This is worth recalling when market evangelists speak about the supposed omniscience of markets.) Financiers have tried to understand Trump in black-and-white terms, but the task requires the nuanced recognition, for example, that he can be deadly serious about tariffs in the abstract and also extremely prone to folding on specifics.

Although they disdained him during his first term, many titans of industry sought accommodation with Trump during his 2024 campaign, hoping he'd be friendlier to their interests than Joe Biden had been. Once Trump's term began, though, they were taken aback to learn that he really did want tariffs, even though he'd been advocating for them since the 1980s, had levied some in his first term, and had put them at the center of his 2024 campaign.

Trump's commitment to tariffs, however, didn't mean that he had carefully prepared for them or thought through their details. The administration has announced, suspended, reduced, or threatened new tariffs on China, Mexico, Canada, and the European Union. All of this volatility is ostensibly a product of ongoing negotiations, but in many cases, it's also a response to market turmoil or because of a lack of clarity about details. (This week, two federal courts also ruled that the president was overstepping his authority by implementing tariffs under emergency powers.)

This is where the TACO trade comes in. Rather than panicking over every twist and turn, investors have begun to grasp the pattern. But every Wall Street arbitrage eventually loses its power once people get hip to it. In this case, the fact that Trump has learned about the TACO trade could be its downfall. The president may be fainthearted, but his track record shows that he can easily be dared into taking bad options by reporters just asking him about them.

One can imagine a bleak scenario here: Trump feels shamed into following through on an economically harmful tariff; markets initially don't take him seriously, which removes any external pressure for him to reverse course. Once investors realize that he's for real this time, they panic, and the markets tank. If the president stops chickening out, both Wall Street and the American people won't be able to escape the consequences of his worst ideas.

Related:

	Trump almost always folds. (From 2018) 
 	Trump will never rule out a bad option. 






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The Nobel Prize winner who thinks we have the universe all wrong
 	In Trump immigration cases, it's one thing in public, another in court.
 	The tech bros have ascended to movie-villain status.




Today's News

	The Supreme Court allowed the Trump administration to temporarily pause a Biden-era program under which more than 500,000 immigrants had been granted temporary residency in America.
 	At a press conference on the last day of Elon Musk's tenure as a special government employee, President Donald Trump said that Musk is "really not leaving" the administration and will be "back and forth" to the White House.
 	Massive wildfires are burning in western and central Canada. Thousands of people have been forced to evacuate.




Dispatches 

	The Books Briefing: Alternatives to the medical or economic status quo offer hope--and danger, Boris Kachka writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


"Self-Portrait," 1889 Heritage Images / Getty



How to Look at Paul Gauguin

By Susan Tallman

The life of Paul Gauguin is the stuff of legend. Or several legends. There's the Romantic visionary invoked by his friend August Strindberg--"a child taking his toys to pieces to make new ones, rejecting and defying and preferring a red sky to everybody else's blue one." There's the voracious malcontent whom Edgar Degas pegged as a "hungry wolf without a collar." There's the accomplished swordsman and brawny genius hammed up by Anthony Quinn in Lust for Life, who takes a break from bickering with Vincent van Gogh to growl, "I'm talking about women, man, women. I like 'em fat and vicious and not too smart." And there's the 21st-century trope of the paint-smattered, colonizing Humbert Humbert, bedding 13-year-old girls and sowing syphilis throughout the South Seas.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Is Trump falling out of love with Putin?
 	Trump's attacks threaten much more than Harvard.
 	A victory for separation of powers
 	What is a "reverse Nixon," and can Trump pull it off?
 	The artist who captured the contradictions of femininity




Culture Break


Gabriel Bouys / AFP / Getty



Take a look. These photos of the week show a Wienermobile race in Indianapolis, beehive therapy in Turkey, a rare tornado touchdown in Chile, and more.

Watch (or not). Horror movies don't need to be highbrow, David Sims writes. The new film Bring Her Back (out now in theaters) aims for a deeper meaning, but comes to life in its goriest sequences instead.

Play our daily crossword.



*Lead image credit: Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Saul Loeb / AFP / Getty; Yuri Gripas / Abaca / Bloomberg / Getty; Stefani Reynolds / Bloomberg / Getty; Chip Somodevilla / Getty; Win McNamee / Getty

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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When the Status Quo Doesn't Cut It

Alternatives to the medical or economic state of affairs offer hope--and danger.

by Boris Kachka




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.

Why are so many Americans so eager to find alternatives--political, medical, vocational--to the status quo? By many measures, the 9-to-5 workplace, the medical industry, and other mainstays of American life seem to have served the country's population very well: The United States has the world's largest economy, and its population is far healthier and wealthier than it was before World War II. Yet in 2023, North Americans spent an average of $5,800 each on "wellness" treatments whose efficacy has not always been backed by research. One in 13 Americans have participated in multilevel marketing, even though research has shown that 99 percent of them lose money in the process, and 30 percent supported a Cabinet position for Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the leader of the movement to "make America healthy again," who has falsely claimed that vaccines cause autism. This state of affairs has animated several stories in The Atlantic's books section over the past two weeks, and all of them identify the same basic answer: The status quo is no longer working.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's books desk:

	A reality check for tech oligarchs
 	The world that Wages for Housework wanted
 	Five books that will redirect your attention
 	"I Remember": A poem by William H. McRaven


As Adam M. Lowenstein wrote in his essay on Gardiner Harris's No More Tears, an expose about the pharmaceutical giant Johnson & Johnson's persistent efforts to downplay the risks of some of its products, evidence that the health-care system puts profits first may have "left some people so disillusioned and distrustful that they were willing to try anything else." Cases of pharmaceutical wrongdoing give a message like Kennedy's--that the medical industry is corrupt--an understandable appeal. This same message underlies the $6.3 trillion wellness industry, with its array of purported miracle cures. Sheila McClear, in an essay on Amy Larocca's new book, How to Be Well, wrote this week that "Americans are exhausted from navigating a health-care system so costly and inconvenient that it has sent many of them scrambling for alternatives." Those who can't find a therapist who takes insurance can instead buy a "$38 jar of adaptogenic 'dust' that claims to improve your mood," for example, while the wealthy can enroll in boutique health services that make house calls.

This deep distrust in American institutions--and the parade of disruptive entrepreneurs eager to take advantage of it--extends far beyond the medical arena. Last week, Lora Kelley wrote about Bridget Read's book Little Bosses Everywhere, a history of MLMs--companies that hire salespeople who earn commissions by signing up more salespeople. These businesses first proliferated during the Great Depression, and it felt like no coincidence to Kelley that they resurged online a few years ago during the "Great Resignation," when growing numbers of workers were laid off or quit out of frustration. Many modern MLMs, Kelley writes, "promise what American jobs used to: security, freedom, dignity. Those promises have consistently failed to materialize. But the fact that so many are desperate to get in on the schemes each year is not a credit to the broader job market." She summarizes Read's argument like so: "MLMs are a toxin masquerading as a cure."

McClear, in her article, writes that the second Trump administration has opened the gates to medical skeptics. Casey Means, a wellness influencer, is the current nominee for surgeon general, and Kennedy now leads the Department of Health and Human Services. McClear notes that some of Kennedy's policy positions, such as curbs on microplastics, unhealthy foods, and unscrupulous pharmaceutical companies, could be productive reforms, and others, such as reducing access to vaccines and fluoride, feel like dubious solutions in search of a problem. It's not so hard to argue that the current state of the nation has left many people disappointed--in some cases, desperate for something that works. But this doesn't mean that any alternative is necessarily better. Some are proving to be demonstrably worse.




Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



The Perilous Spread of the Wellness Craze

By Sheila McClear

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

Read the full article.



What to Read

Train Dreams, by Denis Johnson

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

From our list: The 2025 summer reading guide





Out Next Week

? Atmosphere, by Taylor Jenkins Reid

? Baddest Man: The Making of Mike Tyson, by Mark Kriegel


? Charlottesville: An American Story, by Deborah Baker







Your Weekend Read


Photo-illustration by David Samuel Stern*



The Talented Mr. Vance

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.

Read the full article.





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


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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Trump's Most Successful Business Venture

His office is bringing in money--at the expense of the American people.

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.


Paul Walczak didn't have a plausible defense, but he did have a backup plan. As a Florida nursing-home executive, he'd defrauded taxpayers out of almost $11 million, using it to fund a lavish lifestyle. He pleaded guilty last fall, but applied for a pardon after Donald Trump retook office, claiming that he'd been prosecuted because of his mother Elizabeth Fago's support for Trump. Only after she attended a $1 million-per-person April fundraiser, which promised face time with the president, did Trump grant Walczak a full pardon.

The press can't declare things "bribes" without concrete proof, and it's not entirely clear how much of the money Fago donated herself, but even the staid New York Times resorted to snark in describing the case. "A judge had justified the incarceration by declaring that there 'is not a get-out-of-jail-free card' for the rich. The pardon, however, indicated otherwise," Kenneth Vogel wrote.

A million bucks is, by the standards of this administration, pretty paltry. Trump has made many millions off being president. Earlier this week, my colleague David Frum took stock of the corruption of Trump's second term and concluded, "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." Yet even against this backdrop, the brazenness of the pardon's timing makes it stand out.

Whether or not Trump was bought in this case, he's eager to create the impression that he is for sale. And for good reason: What's bad for the integrity of American rule of law has been very good for Trump's bottom line. After a career of high-profile mediocrity, punctuated by flamboyant failures, the selling of the presidency is the most successful business venture of his career.

Business prowess is at the center of Trump's renown and political appeal, but the impression that he is a titan of industry is more a creation of The Art of the Deal and The Apprentice than his actual CV. By the time he ran for president for the first time, he'd largely given up on the real-estate development that made him famous, instead concentrating on licensing his name to products and buildings. That was mostly a concession to reality: At that point, Trump was struggling to find lenders because he'd stiffed so many banks.

Trump's businesses declared bankruptcy six times, and although he has consistently defended these filings as savvy business moves, an even savvier business move is not needing to declare bankruptcy. Trump managed the impressive task of losing money as a casino owner. Although Atlantic City was in decline as a whole during Trump's time there, a Temple University legal scholar found that Trump underperformed competitors: "His casinos were not the 'best' and not even average. They were the worst."

The president's lofty net worth was less a product of success than a product of coming into his father's fortune. In 2021, Forbes calculated that he would have made more money if he'd just put his inheritance in an S&P 500 index fund. (And the money that he did make might have been less if he hadn't been committing extensive fraud.)

During Trump's first term, he began finding ways to profit from the presidency. He charged the Secret Service big bills to stay at his properties while protecting him (even though son Eric claimed that they stayed at a discount), and had officials like Vice President Mike Pence unnecessarily rack up charges there too. Moreover, the hotel he owned near the White House became an essential location for any officials looking to influence him. There was, it seemed, a benefit to being seen--and probably more importantly, to spending some dosh. Although this seemed like a clear violation of the Constitution's emoluments clause, attempts to enforce it were stymied in court.

But in his second term, Trump has far surpassed these relatively petty hustles. The profits started rolling in even before he won reelection, as speculators poured cash into Trump Media and Technology Group--a business with wretched numbers but high upside for anyone wishing to influence the president. Since November, the flow has increased. "Few if any legitimate investors entrusted their money to Trump's businesses when he was out of office," Frum noted, but now Middle Eastern governments, Chinese crypto investors, and American corporations are all finding ways to get money into Trump-related businesses. The White House claims that because Trump's sons run these companies, no conflict of interest exists, but experts have noted that Trump hasn't really distanced himself meaningfully from his companies and he continues to profit from them.

And nearly everyone involved is winning. Trump is making out like a bandit--perhaps very much like a bandit--and people such as Paul Walczak are getting their pardons. (Notably, Trump seems quick to pardon people charged with either fraud or corrupt use of government positions--both offenses of which he has been accused.) Unfortunately, the losers are the American people: anyone who might want the government to support rule of law, discourage corruption, and operate as something other than a concierge desk for those wealthy enough to buy in.

When news emerged earlier this month of Trump's plans to accept a $400 million airplane from the Qatari government, Senator Josh Hawley of Missouri, a Republican, dismissed any concerns about emoluments. "I think nobody believes that Donald Trump can be bought," he said. "I mean, what does Donald Trump need more money for?" This is either deeply cynical or painfully gullible. Trump's entire career has been consumed by his quest for more money--this is a man who once cashed a 13-cent prank check from a Spy magazine correspondent--even if he hasn't always been very good at it. Now that he's found a reliable way to keep the cash rolling in, he's not going to turn it down.

Related:

	The Trump presidency's world-historical heist
 	There's no such thing as a free plane.








Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The conversations Trump's doctors should be having with him
 	The perilous spread of the wellness craze
 	Bring back communal kid discipline.




Today's News

	An appeals court temporarily paused a lower-court ruling that had blocked most of President Donald Trump's tariffs.
 	The acting director of ICE gave Harvard University 30 days to challenge the Trump administration's ban revoking the college's ability to enroll international students.
 	Elon Musk announced yesterday that he is leaving the Department of Government Efficiency after saying that he is shifting his focus from politics back to his companies.






Dispatches 

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Any recent college graduate will tell you that their head felt heaviest after the cap came off, Amogh Dimri writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Tom Stimson / FPG / Getty



How America Lost Control of the Seas

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 ...
 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.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Striking down Trump's tariffs isn't a judicial coup.
 	A Swiss village destroyed by a landslide
 	A way to understand Pope Leo XIV's mission of love
 	Xochitl Gonzalez on Diddy's defenders




Culture Break


Heritage Images / Getty



Read. These five books will redirect your attention and break the spell of malaise.

Make a pledge. Moral courage can result in something beautiful. A lovely paradox of doing good in the world is that it does you good too, according to the happiness expert Arthur C. Brooks.

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 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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