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        New York Is Not a Democracy
        Annie Lowrey

        In most parts of the country, this June is a moment of quiescence in the campaign cycle. The president has just been inaugurated. Many House and Senate candidates haven't declared yet. Homes are unmolested by flyers; television watchers are unbothered by advertisements.But it's a different story in New York City, where former Governor Andrew Cuomo is in an improbably close race for mayor with Zohran Mamdani, a 33-year-old democratic socialist and member of the state assembly. In recent weeks, Cuo...

      

      
        Embrace the Spirit of Experimentation
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.In financial circles, the investment strategy many people pursue during chaotic times is known as the "flight to safety." That means dumping risky assets such as stocks and buying safer ones such as government bonds. This is not just a financial strategy, but a human one. When things get chaotic, eliminate your exposure to risk and hunker down. That's the safe bet.Or is it? In 1932, when economic...

      

      
        Elon and the Genius Trap
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsWas Elon Musk ever a genius? Yes, he revolutionized the electric-car industry and space travel. Yes, he once seemed to represent America's ability to innovate at the cutting edge of technology. But Tim Berners-Lee invented the World Wide Web, and he doesn't regularly appear in headlines as a prominent tech genius. In fact, many well-informed people probably don't even know his name. So what makes one man merely wildly acc...

      

      
        A Stephen King Adaptation With (Almost) No Scares
        Shirley Li

        Of Stephen King's two dozen novellas, The Life of Chuck is among the odder choices to make into a movie. The titular protagonist is an unexceptional accountant. His tale is told backwards, in loosely connected vignettes. And he barely appears in the first act, which follows a teacher making peace with what seems to be the end of the world. The story, as a whole, is heady, elegiac, and rather philosophical: At one point, Chuck wonders "why God made the world."In the wrong hands, such a story would...

      

      
        The Supreme Court's Inconsistency Is Very Revealing
        Paul Rosenzweig

        One of the most vital components of the rule of law is a commitment to neutral, principled analysis in which standards are adhered to and similar cases lead to similar conclusions. Such neutrality lies at the core of the courts' promise to be "bulwarks of a limited Constitution," as Alexander Hamilton put it in "Federalist No. 78."That is why the Supreme Court's seeming abandonment of the neutrality principle is so distressing. The most recent example came in the Court's decision last month to al...

      

      
        Two Paths for the Pop Star
        Spencer Kornhaber

        When Miley Cyrus previewed her new album, Something Beautiful, for people in her orbit, they gave her funny feedback: The music was too good. Or at least, they allegedly said, it was too good to be pop.Cyrus exasperatedly relayed this story to Apple Music's Zane Lowe last month. She then listed off "pop" musicians who were definitely good: David Bowie, Madonna, Stevie Nicks. "Pop really gets given a bad name of, like you know, manufactured label creations," she said. "And that's just not what it ...

      

      
        The Singer Who Saw America's Best and Worst
        James Parker

        It's a real American moment out there: battle lines drawn, tear gas drifting, charity and gentleness on their heels. Turn inward, inside ourselves, and it looks even worse, the mind's landscape pocked and blackened with destruction. Can somebody please bring the beautiful music, to carry us up and out?Someone like Sly Stone, who died on Monday at the age of 82. Sly was a born transcender, a natural synthesizer of situations, a raiser of elements to their highest state of possibility. Black, white;...

      

      
        A Parade of Ignorance
        Eliot A. Cohen

        Benito Mussolini took a keen interest in Roman archaeology; that did not make Roman archaeology a bad thing. President Donald Trump has ordered a parade in honor of the 250th birthday of the United States Army, which does not make the parade a bad thing. But how the parade is being handled, together with the administration's use of the Army in improper ways, is disturbing.The United States Army deserves a celebration, as do the other armed services during their upcoming birthdays. Tens of million...

      

      
        Inside the Exclusive, Obsessive, Surprisingly Litigious World of Luxury Fitness
        Xochitl Gonzalez

        Photographs by Caroline TompkinsThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Each day, thousands of women, myself included, engage in a ritual. We flail our arms like orchestra conductors. We wiggle our rib cages. We get down on all fours and raise our knees to our ears. We roll on the floor. For up to 90 minutes, gathered together at studios or in front of our laptops, we perform The Method. We "do Tracy Anderson."The workout is not Pilates. It include...

      

      
        The Father-Daughter Routine That Transformed Our Family Life
        Jordan Michelman

        In the early years, weekend adventures with my daughter followed a script: a park, a pet store, a local bakery or maybe somewhere for lunch. We'd do it every Saturday, on and on. Now my daughter is nearly 9, and the tone and tenor of our routine has changed. The music we listen to matters more--she's gone from wanting "Baby Shark" to having strong opinions about how Kurt Cobain kind of sounds like a loud, angry version of the Beatles. We still go to bakeries (this is a topic on which we fundamenta...

      

      
        Israel's Least Bad Option Is a Trump Deal With Iran
        Arash Azizi

        Updated at 8:20 a.m. ET on June 12, 2025Having once described Donald Trump as Israel's "greatest friend ever," Benjamin Netanyahu must be watching with some consternation as the American president enthusiastically pursues a nuclear deal with Iran.After all, the Israeli prime minister made every effort to stop the Obama administration's Iran deal in 2015. Trump exited that deal in 2018, perhaps partially at Netanyahu's urging. And now Trump is pursuing a deal of his own--his administration has even...

      

      
        Stephen Miller Triggers Los Angeles
        Nick Miroff

        Photographs by Robert LeBlancDuring a lull in the chanting outside the federal building targeted by protesters in downtown Los Angeles this week, I walked up behind a hooded young man wearing a mask and carrying a can of spray paint. He began to deface the marble facade in big black letters. WHEN TYRANNY BECOMES LAW, REBELLION BECOMES DUTY--THOMAS JEFFERSON, he wrote, adding his tag, SMO, in smaller font.SMO told me that he is 21, Mexican American, an Angeleno, and a "history buff" who thinks abou...

      

      
        Dispatches From the Death Chamber
        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.In the death chambers of the Mississippi Delta, on a rainy night in an Indiana penitentiary, and in the early hours at an Alabama prison, Elizabeth Bruenig has seen three men die. She watched them thrash, draw labored breaths, close their eyes. And then there was the execution that she wasn't allowed to...

      

      
        Why Trump Is Losing His Trade War
        David Frum

        Donald Trump's trade war is fast turning into a fiasco. When the president started the war, Team Trump advertised it as certain to be fast, easy, and cheap. Trump would impose tariffs. The world would yield to his will.The tariffs would do everything at once. They would protect U.S. industry from foreign competition without raising prices, and generate vast revenues that would finance other tax cuts. Americans could eat their cake, continue to have the cake, and trade the same cake for pie--all at...

      

      
        After the Fires: Los Angeles Neighborhoods Start to Rebuild
        Alan Taylor

        Mario Tama / GettyAn aerial view of properties cleared of wildfire debris that were burned in the Eaton Fire on May 22, 2025, in Altadena, California. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers announced that it has cleared 5,000 properties in the Eaton Fire and Palisades Fire burn zones, which represents half of the eligible properties, in just three months.Hans Gutknecht / MediaNews Group / The Los Angeles Daily News / GettyA house is under construction on De Pauw Sreet in Pacific Palisades, after much o...

      

      
        Are Liberals to Blame for the New McCarthyism?
        Jonathan Chait

        The Trump administration is carrying out a brazen crackdown on academic freedom: deporting students for writing op-eds, withholding funds from colleges that defy his control, and justifying it all as a response to anti-Semitism. Who is to blame for this? According to one popular theory on the left, the answer is liberals who have consistently supported free speech and opposed Donald Trump.The logic of this diagnosis has a certain superficial appeal. Many of President Trump's authoritarian moves h...

      

      
        Last Call at the Disaster Department
        Zoe Schlanger

        FEMA now has an end date. President Donald Trump said yesterday that he intends to phase out the Federal Emergency Management Administration after this hurricane season, canceling it like an HBO series. States should lead their own disaster response, he said, suggesting he does not understand that states already do lead disaster response; they just can't do it without an infusion of FEMA dollars and expertise when the disaster is too big. "The governor should be able to handle it," Trump said. Th...

      

      
        Democrats' Male-Voter Problem
        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 President Donald Trump's behind-the-scenes strategy to subvert the 2026 midterm elections, by creating chaos to justify his use of extreme executive power. David also discusses how Trump's feud with Elon Musk reveals a deeper truth about power in the postdemocracy Republican Party.Then David is joined by Arizona Senator Ruben Gall...

      

      
        This Is What Trump Does When His Revolution Sputters
        Anne Applebaum

        Revolutions have a logic. The revolutionaries start with a big, transformative, impossible goal. They want to remake society, smash existing institutions, replace them with something different. They know they will do damage on the road to their utopia, and they know people will object. Committed to their ideology, the revolutionaries pursue their goals anyway.Inevitably, a crisis appears. Perhaps many people, even most people, don't want regime change, or don't share the revolutionaries' utopian ...

      

      
        How One Animal Divided Europe
        Jonathan C. Slaght

        In 2012, a young wolf named Slavc loped into the Lessini Mountains of Italy, completing a 1,200-mile route from Slovenia, where he was born. This was a dangerous place for a wolf to settle. The region had been proudly wolf free since about 1860; a stone commemorates the spot where the last one was killed. Slavc, who had been outfitted with a GPS collar by Slovenian biologists, soon encountered a female of his kind, a wanderer from the south. They became a pair--the first pack Lessinia had seen in ...

      

      
        When a Nasty Habit Is Part of Your National Identity
        Gal Beckerman

        On my first weekend living in Paris, I decided I had to learn how to smoke, and quickly. I sat in the dismal studio apartment I shared with a roommate and lit up Gauloise after Gauloise until my face turned a shade of chartreuse. I was an exchange student in the mid-'90s, and this was the intensity I applied to most activities that held the possibility of transforming me into the person I wanted to be. Parisians smoked, and if I aspired to be a Parisian, which I desperately did, then I would smok...

      

      
        'Look, This Show's Good. It's Essentially Moral.'
        Alan Siegel

        In 1992, The Simpsons was one of the most beloved sitcoms on television. Critics adored it; the ratings were climbing higher and higher; the show had entered what fans would eventually come to regard as its funniest period, roughly Seasons 3 through 8.But the animated series still scared some adults. There had never been a boy on network TV as openly irreverent as Bart Simpson, who said "hell" and "damn" and talked back to his teacher. Mere months after the show debuted, in December 1989, schools...

      

      
        The White House Is Delighted With Events in Los Angeles
        Jonathan Lemire

        The last time President Donald Trump tried to send military forces into American streets to put down civil unrest, in June 2020, Pete Hegseth was positioned outside the White House with a Kevlar helmet and riot shield.Major Hegseth's mobilization as part of a District of Columbia National Guard unit summoned to restore order in the nation's capital, where protests had erupted following the police murder of George Floyd, occurred as Pentagon leaders scrambled to avert what they feared could be a c...

      

      
        The Silence of the Generals
        Tom Nichols

        President Donald Trump continued his war against America's most cherished military traditions today when he delivered a speech at Fort Bragg. It is too much to call it a "speech"; it was, instead, a ramble, full of grievance and anger, just like his many political-rally performances. He took the stage to Lee Greenwood's "God Bless the USA"--which has become a MAGA anthem--and then pointed to the "fake news," encouraging military personnel to jeer at the press.He mocked former President Joe Biden an...

      

      
        The Protests Are Just Starting
        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 months, as Donald Trump has hollowed out the executive branch, defied courts, and worked to suppress dissent, his critics have rightly worried about the lack of visible public opposition. Democratic Party leaders are still obsessing over the 2024 election; outside organizations are fatigued; and mas...
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New York Is Not a Democracy

Could ranked-choice voting help Zohran Mamdani beat Andrew Cuomo?

by Annie Lowrey




In most parts of the country, this June is a moment of quiescence in the campaign cycle. The president has just been inaugurated. Many House and Senate candidates haven't declared yet. Homes are unmolested by flyers; television watchers are unbothered by advertisements.

But it's a different story in New York City, where former Governor Andrew Cuomo is in an improbably close race for mayor with Zohran Mamdani, a 33-year-old democratic socialist and member of the state assembly. In recent weeks, Cuomo has whipped up cowbell-ringing members of the carpenters' union in Hudson Square and Mamdani has railed against corporate power in a church in the West Village. They traded barbs with smiles on a debate stage before marching down Fifth Avenue in the National Puerto Rican Day Parade.

They are leading a field of a dozen mayoral candidates who will face off in a ranked-choice election for the Democratic primary on June 24. (Because the city has six times as many registered Democrats as registered Republicans, the Democratic primary is generally the de facto mayoral election.) Instead of picking one person to lead the city, voters will rank up to five candidates. This process is wonkish and confusing. But it ensures that similar candidates do not split a constituency. This, proponents of ranked-choice voting say, is the most democratic form of democracy.

Cuomo is likely to get more first-choice votes than any other candidate. But he's not projected to win an outright majority, meaning that the ranked-choice system would kick in. Candidate after candidate would get knocked out and their supporters' votes reapportioned. In the end, the political scion with a multimillion-dollar war chest and blanket name recognition could lose to the young Millennial whom few New Yorkers had heard of as of last year. One new survey, by Data for Progress, shows Cuomo ultimately defeating Mamdani by two points, within the margin of error. Another poll shows Mamdani with more support than Cuomo.

Seeing a no-name upstart attempt to upset a brand-name heavyweight is thrilling. But the system has warped the political calculus of the mayoral campaign. Candidates who might have dropped out are staying in. Candidates who might be attacking one another on their platforms or records are instead considering cross-endorsing. Voters used to choosing one contender are plotting out how to rank their choices. Moreover, they are doing so in a closed primary held in the June of an odd year, meaning most city residents will not show up at the polls anyway. If this is democracy, it's a funny form of it.

Voters certainly have a surfeit of choice.

Cuomo's got a fat resume. He was secretary of Housing and Urban Development under Bill Clinton, attorney general of New York, and governor of New York. His centrist but decidedly Democratic politics probably best match the city's constituents'. He's promising good schools, a working subway, tax cuts, and more housing while bashing other candidates for failing to support the police and being soft on anti-Semitism. He's got a ton of money, having garnered $3.9 million in direct donations and the support of a $13 million super PAC. (Its biggest donor is DoorDash.)

Xochitl Gonzalez: New York belongs to Trump now

Still, it would be hard to overstate how many people hate the guy, and how much. Cuomo's a glowering hothead and an unreformed bully who resigned from the governorship in 2021 after nearly a dozen women made sexual-harassment claims against him and a scandal erupted over his COVID policies and nursing-home deaths. (He regrets quitting.) He swooped into the mayoral race when it was clear there was no strong frontrunner. He carpetbagged in, too; until recently, Cuomo was living in Westchester County, as philosophically distant from the city as it is physically proximate. He's now bunking in his daughter's $8,000-a-month apartment in Midtown East. Asked for his bagel order, Cuomo told The New York Times that he gets an English muffin.

Even Cuomo's supporters don't seem to like him much. Their argument for him is practical. He gets things done. He's realistic. He's tough. He'd stand up to Donald Trump. He's an asshole, but he's our asshole and, these days, the city might need an asshole running it. "I am the last person on this stage that Mr. Trump wants to see as mayor," Cuomo said in a debate. "That's why I should be the first choice for the people of the city."

Mamdani is Cuomo's rumpled, earnest foil. His resume is thin; he worked as a campaign operative for a few years before winning a state assembly seat in 2020. He is a leftist in the Bernie mold, with a raft of great-sounding policies. Free buses! Free child care! Cheap groceries! Frozen rents! But a lot of these are impractical at best. Free buses would deprive the MTA of needed revenue. Free child care would require a mammoth tax hike that Albany would need to approve, which it has shown no interest in doing. Cheap groceries, Mamdani says, could be provided by new city-run stores--which would compete with existing bodegas, delis, and supermarkets owned and staffed by New Yorkers. A rent freeze would help people who live in rent-controlled apartments but inhibit housing construction, making the cost-of-living crisis worse.

Jerusalem Demsas: Buses Shouldn't Be Free

One thing the candidates share, I suppose, is that both get accused of being nepo babies. Mamdani's mother made the 1991 indie romance Mississippi Masala. Cuomo's father was governor of New York.

Mamdani doesn't have big money, personally or politically. And he doesn't have great name recognition; a quarter of New Yorkers say they don't know enough about him to have formed an opinion. Yet polls indicate that four times as many New Yorkers like Mamdani as dislike him. He's dominating the social-media primary, churning out sweetly dorky TikToks and Instagram posts. (Mamdani doesn't jump on trends or join in memes. He just posts. It works!) His campaign has an astonishing ground game: His volunteers are knocking on 100,000 doors a week.

Alongside Cuomo and Mamdani are a number of skilled and reputable candidates, each of whom could make a great mayor but none of whom seems to have the charisma, cash, or name recognition to break through. Not one is garnering more than single-digit support in the polls, including Adrienne Adams, the speaker of the New York City Council; Zellnor Myrie and Jessica Ramos, state senators; Brad Lander, the city comptroller; and Scott Stringer, a former comptroller.

As these candidates have failed to win significant support, Cuomo has focused on Mamdani, painting him, not incorrectly, as inexperienced. "Trump would go through Mr. Mamdani like a hot knife through butter," he said in a debate. "He's been in government 27 minutes. He passed three bills." Cuomo has also promised sensible policy making. "We wouldn't need more police if we didn't defund them in the first place. In my first 30 days, I will take every homeless person off the trains and the subway stations and get them the help they need."

Noah Shachtman: New York City's chaos mayor

Mamdani has countered by arguing--again, not incorrectly--that Cuomo is beholden to the city's millionaires and billionaires. "I don't have experience with corrupt Trump billionaires who are funding my campaign," he said. "I do have experience, however, with winning $450 million in debt relief for thousands of working-class taxi drivers."

At this point in the campaign, such arguments seem to have taken each candidate as far as he can go. Cuomo hasn't done much public campaigning, instead making private entreaties to powerful unions, rich people, and religious leaders in the city's Black and Jewish communities. (Cuomo has near-majority support among Orthodox voters. Mamdani, a onetime supporter of the BDS movement, polls around zero percent among those voters.) Cuomo just won the influential endorsement of Mike Bloomberg. For his part, Mamdani has electrified the city's leftists and been endorsed by Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez but might fail to broaden his base of support enough to win outright.

Without ranked-choice voting, Cuomo would probably steamroll his competition. With ranked-choice voting, Mamdani could defeat him. In Data for Progress's recent poll, 37 percent of voters ranked Cuomo first, and 31 percent ranked Mamdani first. But as the weakest candidates were knocked out and their votes redistributed, Mamdani closed the gap. Other simulations show Cuomo with a greater margin of victory, but the general pattern is the same.

Ranked-choice voting might better reflect voter preferences, but it is chaotic, requiring extra strategizing by both candidates and voters. To keep Cuomo out of Gracie Mansion, some candidates have said that they are contemplating cross-endorsing Mamdani, telling their supporters to rank them first and him second. Unions and political groups are endorsing multiple candidates; many are pushing a simple "Don't rank Cuomo" message. (Ramos, an exception, has thrown her support behind Cuomo while remaining in the race, saying he has "experience, toughness, and the knowledge to lead New York").

Andrew Yang ran for mayor in 2021, the first time the city used the system. He led the primary for mayor before losing ground to Eric Adams. Realizing he would not win, Yang cross-endorsed Kathryn Garcia, a former sanitation commissioner. She came within 7,200 votes of Adams but lost.

"I thought, Well, shoot, if I have a chance to potentially influence the outcome if I don't win ..." Yang told me when I called him last week. "I'm someone who believes in ranked-choice voting's power to bring together coalitions." He also noted that ranked-choice voting reduced negative campaigning. But that could make it harder for voters to make informed decisions, I pointed out. Lander and Adrienne Adams haven't pummeled Mamdani as they might have in a standard primary, because doing so might rankle Mamdani supporters, who might refuse to rank them.

Michael Powell: How it all went wrong for Eric Adams

The system demands more from voters. Instead of choosing a single candidate, voters have to figure out what they think about every candidate, then produce an ordinal ranking on the basis of their own feelings and calculations about who seems likeliest to win. It's a lot of work, and not work that normal people seem to relish. Ranked-choice voting might also diminish some voters' influence. In 2021, Black, Latino, and Asian voters were less likely than non-Latino white voters to rank a full slate of candidates, in effect curtailing their electoral power.

Despite these drawbacks, a growing number of jurisdictions are adopting ranked-choice voting: Washington, D.C., will use the system for elections starting next year, and smaller cities are implementing it as well.

The fact that many elections are decided in primaries is its own problem, and a big one. In 2021, just one in 10 New York City residents voted in the June election. Eric Adams became mayor having been ranked first by only 289,403 people in a city of more than 8 million. The prominence of the primary helps big-name candidates and incumbents. Holding elections in off years skews races to the right, because conservative voters are more likely to show up at odd times.

Whether Cuomo or Mamdani wins this month, New Yorkers might have another chance to decide between them. After this annoyingly chaotic primary, we could have an annoyingly chaotic election: If Mamdani loses, he might run in the general on the Working Families Party ticket. If Cuomo loses, he might run in the general as an independent, as will the disgraced incumbent, Eric Adams. At least, in that election, voters won't be asked to rank their favorite, just to pick one.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/06/new-york-mayoral-race-cuomo-mamdani/683146/?utm_source=feed
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Dare to Act Differently and Be Happier

What seems the safe option is not necessarily the best one in challenging times.

by Arthur C. Brooks




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

In financial circles, the investment strategy many people pursue during chaotic times is known as the "flight to safety." That means dumping risky assets such as stocks and buying safer ones such as government bonds. This is not just a financial strategy, but a human one. When things get chaotic, eliminate your exposure to risk and hunker down. That's the safe bet.

Or is it? In 1932, when economic circumstances were far scarier than anything we face today--unemployment had soared to 23.6 percent and economic growth was negative 12.9 percent--Franklin D. Roosevelt, who was running for president that year, gave a speech at Oglethorpe University, in Atlanta, in which he proposed experimenting and risk-taking as a response to trouble. "It is common sense to take a method and try it," he told the students. "If it fails, admit it frankly and try another. But above all, try something." He won, and he did try something--launching the New Deal, which permanently changed the role of the federal government in American life.

Just as the flight to safety has a human dimension beyond financial advice, Roosevelt's exhortation to adopt an experimental mindset holds a daring bit of advice for all of us--one that applies not just to our economic choices but to our life more generally. Are you in a period of particular personal turbulence, feeling like a cork tossed about in currents beyond your control? Is your well-being showing red numbers as the American economy was in 1932? Consider what FDR famously went on to say at his inauguration in 1933: "The only thing we have to fear is fear itself." Forget flying to safety in your old routines and familiar habits. Instead, go experiment with your happiness.

Read: The United States of fear

So what might a happiness experiment be? In effect, the academic literature that I cite almost every week in this column is loaded with examples. Such studies are behavioral interventions that, in their scientific methodology, are designed to mimic the sort of clinical trials used in testing new drugs; these tests are considered the gold standard for establishing causality.

Take, for example, a 2022 experiment about gratitude that was published in the journal Affective Science. College students recruited to this psychological study were randomly given one of four assignments: write a letter expressing gratitude to someone (without sending it), text someone a gratitude message, share a post about gratitude on social media, or make a list of ordinary daily activities. (In this experiment, the last group is the control, meaning no gratitude intervention is involved.) All three of the gratitude-sharing methods led to higher feelings of life satisfaction for the assigned participants compared with those in the control group.

This finding offers information that should be extremely useful for ordinary life: If you want to get happier, simply adopt a protocol of regularly thinking about someone for whom you feel grateful and telling them so. Maybe so, but we need to bear in mind an important proviso: This is an excellent study, but there are no absolute guarantees that you will see the same effect in your life--because either you or your benefactor for whom you're grateful might be an outlier or have some special circumstance that creates an exception. In fact, no experiment, however perfectly designed, can guarantee a constant result.

Still, that 2022 paper is good evidence that this approach to gratitude is worth trying in your own, private experiment. You might not think of it in these terms, but you probably already conduct experiments in many areas of your life. For example, if all of your friends are following a particular TV show and rave about it, you are unlikely to say to yourself, My tastes might be different, so I'm not going to bother watching it. You'll probably try it yourself to see. After watching an episode, you'll see how you feel--or, to put it in more formal language, you will gauge your well-being level to see if the intervention had a positive effect. If you think it has, you keep watching; if not, you don't.

This isn't a perfect method--there's no control group, and you are a sample of one!--but if you reconceive this process as your own experimental practice, it can yield many new ideas and habits for your life. This mindset can be really productive, especially when times are rough and you need to get out of a rut.

Arthur C. Brooks: Measuring your happiness can help improve it

When measuring happiness, researchers have generally found the strongest positive results after focusing their experiments in a few specific areas. One 2023 literature review, in the journal Nature Human Behaviour, looked at 57 recent happiness studies and found that the most common happiness interventions were in the areas of gratitude, social interaction, mindfulness, exercise, and exposure to nature. (One job of such a systematic review is to assess the quality of available research; in this case, the study found that the gratitude experiment I cited above was among the most flawlessly executed.) An important common feature of the interventions involved in these studies is that they aim to disrupt the behavioral routines and habits that reduce people's well-being. I mention this trait because it's exactly why you might need the experimental mindset in your life.

If you feel you could do with a happiness boost, and are willing to do something different, try out these protocols for each of Nature Human Behaviour's five buckets:

Week one: gratitude 
 Each day for a week, start your morning by thinking for five minutes about someone who has improved your life. If that person is no longer alive, write them a note and keep it for yourself. If the individual is still living, send them a quick text or email.

Week two: social interaction 
 Each day when you are in public, make a point of speaking in a friendly way with a stranger for just a few minutes. This could be the person sitting next to you on the bus or subway, or it might be someone walking their dog in your neighborhood.

Week three: mindfulness 
 For 10 minutes first thing in the morning, put away your phone, sit quietly in a comfortable place, and simply pay attention to what is happening around you. Make a nonjudgmental note of what you see and what you happen to hear, and be aware of your other sensations, such as sunlight, temperature, and odors.

Week four: exercise 
 Try to fit in a workout for at least half an hour each morning. If you haven't done so in a long time--or ever--get up early every day and just walk outside for an hour, or run if you like. Whatever the activity, do it without a device so you are fully present in the experience.

Week five: nature 
 Find a green space in your environment, and visit it each day for half an hour, weather permitting. If doing so is possible, sit on the grass and touch it with your hands.

To get the full benefit of making each activity your own personal experiment, write down the results. Every day, you should track a few metrics by rating variables such as positive and negative mood levels, overall life satisfaction, and your sense of connectedness with others. When each week's experiment is complete, keep collecting your data to see whether the positive effects you recorded during the test endure or evaporate. If you follow this approach, I can virtually guarantee that you will end up with fewer negative habits and more positive ones. The ultimate success of your home-laboratory testing will be a measurable rise in your well-being.

Arthur C. Brooks: Are you dreaming too big?

Especially when chaos strikes, pursuing this experimental philosophy will feel neither comfortable nor natural at first. This is what Roosevelt told his young audience about that challenge in his 1932 commencement address:

Probably few will disagree that the goal is desirable. Yet many, of faint heart, fearful of change, sitting tightly on the roof-tops in the flood, will sternly resist striking out for it, lest they fail to attain it. Even among those who are ready to attempt the journey there will be violent differences of opinion as to how it should be made.


Experimenting will get easier as you experience greater success and have fun doing it. Furthermore, your experiments will spark curiosity and imitation in others, as they see you changing yourself for the better, even in a difficult outside world. They might even try it themselves--in which case your own progress will be a gift to others. As FDR concluded, "May every one of us be granted the courage, the faith and the vision to give the best that is in us."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/06/embrace-spirit-experimentation/683089/?utm_source=feed
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Elon and the Genius Trap

The best explanation for what went wrong

by Hanna Rosin




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

Was Elon Musk ever a genius? Yes, he revolutionized the electric-car industry and space travel. Yes, he once seemed to represent America's ability to innovate at the cutting edge of technology. But Tim Berners-Lee invented the World Wide Web, and he doesn't regularly appear in headlines as a prominent tech genius. In fact, many well-informed people probably don't even know his name. So what makes one man merely wildly accomplished and another a genius? And which descriptor makes a man more likely to engage in an ego-crushing battle with the president?

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Helen Lewis, the author of The Genius Myth: A Curious History of a Dangerous Idea, who explains how Musk has tanked his reputation in many ways: First, he alienated environmentalists by teaming up with Trump, and then he alienated Trump fans by insulting their hero. Another way is clear by looking at American culture's historical relationship with "genius," and how it tends to go wrong. Genius, it turns out, is less a series of accomplishments than a form of addiction. It traps the men who indulge it, and they often end up, like Musk, depleted. We talk with Lewis about what Musk has in common with Thomas Edison, how the psychedelics fit into the archetype, and what the possible paths are for Musk moving forward.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

News clip: The bromance is over. President Trump and Elon Musk trading barbs today over Republicans' "big, beautiful bill."


Hanna Rosin: Well, last week, something no one could have expected to happen finally happened. The president of the United States and the richest man in the world had a spectacular falling out.

News clip: A pretty intense back-and-forth between Donald Trump and Elon Musk--
 News clip: Musk now claiming he won Trump the 2024 election to Trump threatening to cancel Musk's federal contracts--
 News clip: Elon Musk tweeting within the past one minute: "Time to drop the really big bomb: @realDonaldTrump is in the Epstein files. That's the real reason they have not been made public. Have a nice day, DJT!"


Rosin: The feud between Trump and Musk escalated at a bewildering pace.

Donald Trump: Elon and I had a great relationship. I don't know if it went well anymore. I was surprised.


Rosin: Trump may have been surprised, but to a lot of us watching, a partnership of two egos this huge was doomed to break up. This week, Musk has tried to patch things up, saying he regrets some of what he said, without specifying what exactly. But Trump is more or less not engaging, and it looks like, for the moment at least, Musk's reputation has hit rock bottom.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic.

Today, we consider the long arc of Elon Musk in the context of other historical figures who, like him,  were given the revered title of "genius." Not that long ago, Musk was considered a visionary by Americans across the political spectrum, an inventor solving climate change, space exploration, and, really, whatever he set his mind to.

But as we all know, the last few years have seen his reputation crater on the left: His support of Trump, his buyout of Twitter, his online presence, loaded with memes and conspiracy theories.  Basically, anything to troll the libs, many of whom had been his fans. Now his fallout with the president is making him suspect on the right, leaving him a constituency of no one.

So how do we understand the arc of Musk,  someone who could have gone down in history as one of the great tech geniuses but, instead, used his reputation to get himself more and more attention and, in the process, seems to have torched that very reputation?

As it so happens, staff writer Helen Lewis has a very timely book out next week that helps explain this pattern. It's titled  The Genius Myth, and Musk is its quintessential modern example.

As Lewis argues, societies build myths of individual geniuses, and often those geniuses overstay their welcome, having second or third acts as they try to be experts in every field or to simply keep the attention they're accustomed to.

I asked her to put the week's Musk news into a wider picture, and to explain why she thinks we should avoid the label "genius" altogether. Here's our conversation.

[Music]

Rosin: Helen, welcome to the show.

Helen Lewis: Thank you.

Rosin: Sure. So I wanna start before this feud between Trump and Musk, maybe even before Musk bought Twitter. So let's say it's 2020, and this is when Trump publicly calls Musk "one of our great geniuses" and compares him to Thomas Edison.

What is it about Musk that qualifies him for that rarefied public title of genius?

Lewis: At the time, I think the assumption was that he had revolutionized not just one but two industries, which is very rare. In driving down the cost of space parts, he undoubtedly challenged, essentially, the kind of government-funded monopoly and the slow way that space exploration was going.

There was this humbling period for America, where it couldn't even get its own astronauts up into space. It had to rely on hitching a ride with the Russians. And he managed to, in that sense, restore a kind of American pride in itself. And then, obviously, you have Tesla and its electric vehicles, and turning electric vehicles away from their previous reputation, which was the Toyota Prius, which is a sort of thing you bought as a kind of hair shirt, right--a hair shirt with wheels on to say, I'm sorry for killing the planet--into the idea that an electric car was something you might have because it was cool and it was a good car.

And both of those really did remind me actually of Thomas Edison, because both of them are kind of--the nickname that Edison had was the "American Prometheus." They were both about an idea of America as a place that still is at the white-hot edge of technology, a place where you can still build things and do things.

Rosin: Okay, so Elon has these amazing accomplishments. He restores a certain kind of American confidence in itself. But is a genius just someone who accomplishes great things? Like, in the book, you make a really interesting comparison to Tim Berners-Lee, who's thought of as the actual inventor of the World Wide Web.

So why does one get to be a genius, and the other is a man who just does a lot of amazing accomplishments?

Lewis: Well, you have to also, I think, be prepared to play the role of the genius in public and inhabit that role. And Tim Berners-Lee has had a lot of acclaim. He's got a knighthood here in Britain. He's an honorary fellow in lots of places. But he doesn't swagger about like he's a kind of special sort of human, a class apart, which is I think what Musk has accepted for himself--and has, again, like Thomas Edison done, driven a lot of that mythology himself.

Thomas Edison notoriously worked through the nights at the laboratory in Menlo Park with his team. And Elon Musk had a similar mythology, which is all about the fact that he never sleeps. You know, he would have a sleeping bag on the floor of the factory because he was so dedicated. And, like, he was just relentless, and everybody had to be "extremely hardcore."

So the argument in the book is that achievements are one thing, but we're also into this idea of a kind of mythology around a person. There's this kind of embrace of specialness.

And the line that I give that's the, kind of, classic example of this is: Elon Musk currently has--where are we now? I mean, who knows by the time this comes out how many acknowledged children we have, but I think we're currently at 14, and they're called things like Romulus and X AE A-12. And Tim Berners-Lee's kids are called Alice and Ben, right?

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Lewis: This, to me, is just, like: One of you is just a normal person who happens to have done some cool stuff, and one of you has decided I'm gonna try and, like, optimize everything in my life to be a really great story to sound special.

Rosin: Right. So the key ingredient of genius is that you're willing to step into the role or mythology of genius. You're willing to sort of lean into the story about yourself as a public genius.

Lewis: Right. And you also become a symbol of something bigger. That's what I mean about--becoming a national symbol is a very obvious version of this. William Shakespeare is not just a brilliant playwright--I think that's unarguable--but he became, over the course of the 17th and 18th centuries, an argument for the English language at a time that Britain was expanding its ambitions abroad. This was the kind of high point of the British empire and, therefore, we needed a playwright to match.

And I think you can actually see a similar thing with maybe someone like Chinua Achebe, who becomes a kind of symbol of the nation, or Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie for Nigeria now. She's writing novels that are concerned with the Nigerian experience or the Nigerian American experience, inhabiting that bigger role than just being another writer.

Rosin: So when you think of Musk in these terms, like how he has successfully styled himself as this very special category of person--the genius--how did that play into his relationship with Trump?

Lewis: Well, if you have two people who are both convinced that they're geniuses, it doesn't usually work well. And actually, maybe this is something that Musk should have known, because the car company he owns--obviously, Tesla--is named after Nikola Tesla. And Nikola Tesla, an absolutely brilliant engineer, walked out of working there. He just couldn't get on with Thomas Edison. The story goes that he had a bet, and he won it, and Edison refused to pay up, which bizarrely has an analog in the story that Sam Harris, the former member of the "Intellectual Dark Web," tells about having a bet about COVID deaths with Elon Musk. And Sam Harris won, and Elon failed to pay up.

So, I think the trouble is genius is always a story about ego, and I don't think I was alone in predicting that the Trump-Musk relationship would at some point explode, because you have two giant silverback-gorilla egos wrestling for dominance, and that is a tension that simply can't be sustained.

Rosin: Right, right. And it is true that Trump called himself a genius. He doesn't call many people geniuses, but he did refer to himself as a genius.

In the book, you write about how if we declare someone a genius, we believe they have magical powers to do anything, as opposed to, say, specialized skills to do a few specific things. I was wondering if that contributed to Musk's downfall--this idea (that maybe Trump had also) that he could fix any problem, like inefficiencies in the government, just whatever. You set the genius loose and the genius fixes everything.

Lewis: Yeah, DOGE is a story of enormous hubris. I think everyone would agree that the American government, like all governments, has a certain amount of waste and inefficiency built into it. But the idea that you could do what Musk did--which is go in with a small cadre of lieutenants, lock everybody else out, and start deleting things based on simple-keyword searches--and that this would not have any negative or unintended consequences is laughable.

And the reason that I think Musk thought that worked is that, to some extent, it had worked, particularly at Twitter--which, in the book Character Limit, his takeover there is chronicled. And he did exactly what would then become the DOGE playbook there: brought in his lieutenants, cut the head count, told everyone that they were lazy and that only super, "extremely hardcore" people could stay. And, sure enough: Twitter is not what it once was. And I thought his tenure at Twitter would be a disaster, and I think probably in economic terms it has been.

But what it did was it bought him the attention of Donald Trump. And that looked like it was a very good bet because he was then in a position to make sure he had extremely preferential access to the government in terms of his contracts. That's now a more questionable outcome, given the falling out between him and Donald Trump.

Rosin: It's very interesting how you describe the history of Twitter, given your book, because even though his management of Twitter was not genius-level successful, it does seem to have increased his mythology as a genius. Like, he sort of spread the word and myth about himself via Twitter, even as he was doing less-than-genius things at the actual company.

Lewis: The original title for the book, working title, for a long time was The Selfish Genius, which I liked as a pun and, it turned out, no one else got. But it did go to this idea that you are more likely to be held as a genius if you run a kind of election campaign for it.

So, one of my examples would be Isaac Newton, undoubtedly a brilliant mathematician but also extremely keen that he got the credit for calculus rather than his German rival, Gottfried Leibniz. These things don't necessarily happen by accident. Often, the genius themselves or their fans run a kind of publicity campaign for this idea of them as a genius.

Rosin: Right. Part of being "the genius," like, with quotes around it, is being your own PR around the genius. Like, you just have to be good at that.

Lewis: Yeah. Or you have to go and sit in obscurity and kind of let other people create the mythology for you.

Rosin: Right. And I guess Musk does both. I mean, he's able to rally an army of fans, stans, and to also do his own PR.

Lewis: And there's a phrase that Manvir Singh, the anthropologist, uses about shamans in traditional society, which is that they cultivate an air of "charismatic otherness." And I think that also very helpfully describes what geniuses do, or the people around geniuses do. I can't remember who it was who said that every Silicon Valley startup essentially functions like a cult. There's this mission, and there's this one guy at the top of it who's leading everybody on the mission.

And I think probably, in the case of Musk's earlier businesses, when he was trying to, essentially, solve climate change and solve space exploration, people did want to join the Elon cult. It's just when the mission is Let's turn Twitter into a more effective vehicle for racism and videos of people losing their shit on street corners, who wants to join that mission? Who wants to sacrifice their weekends to believe in that?

Rosin: Well, this is such an interesting moment because as the breakup is happening--and we're in the middle of it, so we don't know where it will land and what will happen to Musk's reputation, but--the language and the reputation is shifting in real time. So Trump has now reportedly referred to Musk as part genius, part child--he adds the word child--but also crazy.

And I'm just wondering if there's some moment where it's the one drop in the milk that curdles the milk--like, some line where what people used to perceive as eccentricities of the so-called genius suddenly seem like real negatives, not fake, charismatic negatives, but actual negatives--and if you've been tracing that line.

Lewis: The danger for Elon Musk now is that, having alienated basically anyone on the broad left of politics, his original constituency--back when he was a Democratic donor and he was talking about electric vehicles as necessary for combating climate change--they're all gone. He's now alienating anybody on the right who is loyal to Trump, which is, on the surface, everybody.

Who knows how they feel in the secrets of their hearts, but ostensibly the Republican Party is the Trump party, so he doesn't really have a kind of caucus who want to advance him as an argument. This is what I mean in the book, about genius being an argument for something. Calling someone a genius is often a way of making an argument. And the argument that Elon Musk, as lionizing him, was making, is the idea of: Government is slow and sclerotic and holds back innovation. You know, You need to let Tesla do its thing. You need to let SpaceX do its thing. That's the only way we get to the future.

And of course, that's a partial story. Tesla makes a lot of money by trading carbon credits to other car companies. It makes a lot of money from government subsidies from electric cars. These stories are very rarely as rugged and "Randian" as they appear on the surface. But Elon Musk was used as an argument for the singular innovative genius, and that's a right-wing argument predominantly in America as it currently stands.

But having lost the left, he's now just quite spectacularly lost the right, and you look at his approval ratings, and they are in the Mariana Trench--I mean, just could not be lower.

Rosin: When we're back, I ask Helen what happens when a reputation craters like Musk's has, and what the myth of genius can leave out of the story. That's when we're back.

[Break]

Rosin: And so that's what we are witnessing in real time now with Elon Musk, the kind of deconstruction of whatever mythology he had built around himself, and we just still don't know how it will play out. So once he no longer effectively represents that argument, maybe the sort of glow fades like he's not a genius anymore, because genius needs a purpose--like, a political or social purpose, the label "genius." And when he's not doing it effectively, Trump is less interested.

Lewis: Well, yeah. I mean, that's the point, isn't it? Musk is no longer as useful to Trump. Not least, I think the biggest thing that he did that was a mistake was to give his interview to Mishal Husain of Bloomberg and say, I'm not going to give any more money in the midterms, at which point, your reason for stifling your doubts about why this guy is toting his kid around and jumping in the air, and doing mad posts, and all that stuff is just taken away, right? There was a lot of Shut up and, like, We need his money. And as soon as you say, I'm cutting off the money, then people are free to air the opinions that they've clearly always held in the background anyway.

Rosin: Right. Like, the news about Musk's drug use, which had been bubbling up but is now pretty voluminous--although, we should say that Musk recently said he's not taking drugs and simply tried prescription ketamine a few years ago. That said, I could imagine a world where, previously, people would look at his reported psychedelic use and kind of excuse that as the habits of an eccentric genius. And now they look at it more--now that the "genius" label is fading--as more just genuinely dysfunctional.

Lewis: Yes. I mean, you are right to mention the drug use, because it's interesting that, again, genius is a sort of connection with the divine in a secular society. It's a promise of something superhuman. And so it's not surprising, to me, that you see lots of these tech guys talking about going to Burning Man, talking about doing ayahuasca, talking about altered states of consciousness--because that, again, positions them as modern shamans. You know, they're in connection with something that is outside of the experience of ordinary mortals.

I have this line in the book that genius transmutes oddness into specialness. And I think what happens is a lot of reverse engineering, where somebody gets anointed a genius, and then their whole biography is kind of combed through for things that confirm the theory. So it can be, you know, Oh, look at his childhood.

In the case of Elon Musk, the things we hear about his childhood was that he would have these reveries, where he would drift off, and that he was badly bullied. And those are, funnily enough, the same things that you hear about Thomas Edison's childhood. He was deaf and seemed to be spending a lot of time in the world of his own.

Now, that's true of lots of children, most of whom don't go on to greater achievements. But because you've put this label on someone, we look back and read everything through that prism.

Rosin: Right. Okay. So what does the template leave out then? Like, in the case of Elon, you know, there's a template. It leads to your rise in success. What parts are not told? What people get left out of a story like this?

Lewis: I mean, all the support staff, really, and all the people who kind of grease the wheels for the great man get slowly downgraded--all the collaborators. I still regularly catch myself and copy wanting to write "Elon Musk, founder of Tesla." And, of course, he wasn't, right? It was founded by two other guys, and he took it over. I mean, he was an early investor, but he got the title co-founder as part of a legal settlement. And the fact that X--you know, he was forced out of PayPal by Peter Thiel and the board. He had failures along the way too. All of that stuff kind of gets hastily kind of airbrushed away.

Like, I always think of it a bit kind of like a scaffolding around the kind of statue of David, right? And we knock away the scaffolding, and then we just got the perfect statue. And that's the way that we tend to look at geniuses. All of that kind of stuff.

And I have a chapter in the book, obviously, about wives. Having somebody who is both your kind of domestic partner and somebody who is maybe a muse or maybe your kind of collaborator, but happy to take a secondary role, that's a huge, huge advantage to you.

And also, material conditions: Why did Elon Musk move from South Africa to America? Because he wanted to study at the best university, where people were doing the most interesting stuff. He wanted to get funding from venture capitalists who are based in Silicon Valley. Elon Musk could not have been Elon Musk in Pretoria.

If he'd stayed there, he might have been a very successful businessman, but he wouldn't be who he is today. So this is what I find deeply irritating about the people who think that it's all them and they're this unique success story. Elon Musk's success story, credit to him--he has a great deal to do with it. But it is also a story of universities, of American culture, of American wealth, of everything that [Silicon] Valley built up over the course of more than half a century. There are a lot of other bit-part players in the story who shouldn't be downgraded so we can focus only on the protagonist.

Rosin: You know, I deeply appreciated your chapter about wives because one fact that always breaks my brain is how, across the decades and even up until now, we so closely associate the term genius with men. And you created a very simple formula, which is that a genius needs a wife, and it's much less often that a woman has a wife. And so, you know, that's part of the mythology.

Lewis: Yeah, I mean, Gertrude Stein had Alice B. Toklas, and that worked out pretty well for her. But it's been throughout history, yes, I think straight women have particularly suffered. I remembered this from writing Difficult Women, my previous book, which was about feminism. I had a chapter on the suffrage movement in the U.K., and there was a quote from the suffragette Hannah Mitchell that said, No cause was won between dinner and tea--which, to translate that into American meals, that's actually lunch and dinner.

But her point was that if you had domestic responsibilities, your thinking time was disrupted, and actually not just in sheer volume of hours, but just in the amount of your kind of brain space you could dedicate to having big thoughts. And it's really interesting that so many--you know, look at the MacArthur genius grants now. They are about taking away money worries and domestic concerns, in order that people can excel to their fullest potential.

We all acknowledge that it's really, really hard to manage that kind of big, demanding career as well as being a primary caregiver. In fact, it's pretty much impossible. I mean, Marie Curie managed it, just about, but very few people do.

Rosin: Yeah. Yeah. Now, Elon's interest in propagating little Elons--in your book, you describe a long history of geniuses being very interested in the continued propagation of geniuses as a special class. How does he fit into that history?

Lewis: Well, it's the propagation of people like themselves, really. I think that's the thing.

Rosin: But isn't it also this idea that you can propagate yourself? I mean, it's almost like trying to sort of take this idea of the genius and reduce it to some kind of perfect science? Like, you can just replicate it or clone it.

Lewis: Yeah, it's hardcore belief in the power of hereditary genius, which that's the title of the book, the 19th-century book, by Francis Galton, the eugenicist, Hereditary Genius, in which he attempted to categorize all of Britain into different classes, which he all gave a different letter to and worked out how many people fitted in each one.

Which to me now, that obviously sounds like a sort of deranged plan, but this was at a time when people were obsessed with classification and, also, because of the recent discovery of evolution by natural selection, a real interest in breeding and its effect on animals and, therefore, humans.

And from that, as you say, you do get this horrific legacy of eugenics, as practiced by both the Nazis and in lots of America, including California. But it persists in these soft forms about people wanting to have smart kids. Now, that's something that everybody would like to do at a kind of basic level. But there is this often-recurrent belief among supersmart people that their children will be supersmart.

And actually, statistically, the issue with that is that there is a very common phenomenon known as "reversion to the mean," which means that if you are very smart, you are an outlier--you've probably got the kind of best version of all of the genes that influence intelligence--and that your children are not likely to be outstanding to the exact level that you are and the exact way that you are.

So it's, to some extent a delusion, but it's a very recurrent one. And the story of the genius sperm bank, which there's a book by David Plotz about it, which I highly recommend to people. Essentially, an eccentric millionaire called Robert K. Graham, who made his money inventing shatterproof plastic lenses for spectacles, decides that he's going to go and collect the sperm of a load of Nobel Prize winners, in order to kind of breed a sort of better, superior race of Americans because America was getting very degenerate.

I mean, this is the bit that is always--the side adjunct to it is: Why do we need these geniuses? And the answer usually comes back, Modern culture is degraded. Everybody's lazy. Everybody's degenerate. Often that comes with racial overtones. You know, it's no longer 'pure' (read: white European). And so he said that he got three Nobel winners to donate, including William Shockley, who won the Nobel Prize for the invention of the transistor, and then embarked on an enthusiastic second career as a scientific racist and eugenicist.

And I think Shockley is an interesting template for a kind of proto-Elon Musk in the 20th century, in that he had an undoubtedly distinguished first half of his career, and then the second half of his career was spent saying increasingly radical things to enormous pushback, which he then presented as him being whatever the 1970s word for "canceled" was, as if the reaction itself proved that he was doing something right.

And also, in both cases, about a feeling that maybe the creative juice of the career had run dry but the attention tap needed to stay on. And that's something that I think you see with lots of people who talk about this kind of breeding of geniuses, is that they know that they're putting their hand on, you know, a hob that is still hot. They know people react enormously strongly to these discussions about race and intelligence, and, therefore, they can't stop themselves from dabbling in it.

Rosin: Right. Okay. So that's where we are now with Musk. Now he's a little bit of a different case study than some of the historical geniuses you write about, because he's alternately a genius and a juvenile idiot.

Like, he attracts genius sycophants as much as genius debunkers. What does that mean? Like, none of these other geniuses existed in the age of social media, where you had so much controversy around someone. Do you think that points to a different path for him?

Lewis: He's certainly a much more unfiltered genius than you've got in the past, but there are precursors to that. One of the reasons Thomas Edison is so famous is that he was operating in Menlo Park in New Jersey, which was a short train ride away from New York, which meant that if you were an enterprising young reporter on a big New York paper, you could get on a very easy train and be there in a couple of hours and stroll into his laboratory--where he would spin you a yarn about the latest thing that he was creating--and go home, write it up, and everybody would be excited.

Being Thomas Edison correspondent was a good gig. And so you did get a lot of him being publicized by a whole cadre of people whose careers came to depend on him. And as you say, in his later career, after his great success helping the electricity grid be put into New York, he did really run dry. He did some very badly received experiments with ore mining. By that point, he'd moved out of the kind of useful phase of his career into the kind of oracle phase. And people would come, and he would talk to them about intelligence and the spirit world and his plans for world peace.

And that is the phase--I think you're right--that Elon Musk is currently in. The only difficulty is that he doesn't have that filtered through a load of newspaper reporters in whose interest it is to present him in the best and most interesting possible light to perpetuate the myth of this kind of savant. What we have, instead, is him posting pictures of himself, like AI-generated images of him as Kekius Maximus, the gladiator, which makes it slightly harder to maintain the kind of genius mystique that you might hope for in those situations.

Rosin: Right, right, right. Yeah. I think the phrase you used about Edison was coasting on the fumes of his own publicity, and it made me see very vividly the possible future paths for Musk. Like, you can see a future where he just goes on and fixes Tesla and, you know, does some useful things for space exploration, as you mentioned. But there's this other path, where he's just increasingly a meme--like, increasingly ridiculous.

Lewis: He's at a crossroads right now. And, you know, Joe Rogan, the podcaster, who is a personal friend of his, said on his show last week, I think Elon needs to put the phone down. And I think at that point, when your extremely anti-woke friend who says--you know, I watched Joe Rogan do standup for the piece I wrote for The Atlantic last year, and he said, you know, Elon's so intelligent. He makes me feel like a man and his dog when I talk to him--if that friend is the one saying to you probably time to put the phone down, you have to hope that he would listen. But I don't know if he will.

But that is the great paradox of Elon Musk--is that he has two futures ahead of him: One, beloved sage who got us to Mars; one, vile shitposter who burned away a promising reputation while still maintaining a huge amount of money.

This might be a sort of delightful bump on the road in the Musk story. This might be the sort of Rocky-style montage, where he was at his worst low, and from that he rebuilt. Because these are stories and they're, therefore, flexible and they could be rewritten. But you can almost feel everything bending towards the shape that the story wants to be. That's how I felt when I was writing this, is that we have these templates and the facts end up being nudged towards them, and people end up acting in ways that do that actively too.

Rosin: Right. Let's move into an alternate universe, which is something that Musk likes to do, where Elon is not subject to the genius myth. How should we think of a person like Musk? Would you be just evaluating accomplishments? Like, would you say something a person did is genius, but you would not step into the trap of calling a person a genius, because that triggers so much else mythology--but it would be reasonable to say, Oh, this company or this decision that a person made was a genius decision? Like, would that be a better way to use that term?

Lewis: That's, ultimately, how I see it. It's better to talk about moments of inspiration, of fingertip touches with a divine, if you want to see it like that. I don't want to be a killjoy who crushes people's appreciation of-- you know, I write in the book about looking at the paintings of Van Gogh, which I just absolutely love, and the fact that he melded together impressionism and Japanese woodblock prints in this completely new synthesis.

And the paintings, you can just feel the emotion pouring out of them and the brush work is so distinctive. I just--you know, I love them, and I'm bowled over by them, and I don't want to cheapen that by being, you know, grubby about it and saying, It's just a painting. My 5-year-old could have done that. No one's better than anyone else. No, I do think that those paintings are some of the best expressions of genius, in the sense of being kind of unfathomable. But I do think that the mythology itself is essentially marketing, you know, in the case of Van Gogh, very much created by his sister-in-law.

So his posthumous reputation is bolstered by the idea of him as the tortured genius. And I think you're exactly right. In the case of Musk, it would be more interesting to read an appraisal of Tesla as a company or SpaceX as a company, and just take him out of the equation entirely, because I think that he's there looming over it and maybe, really, clouding people's judgment about those companies.

Tesla is paying him vast amounts of money, to the extent that it is currently in court about how much they want to pay him, because they believe that having a genius at the helm is so vital to what they're doing. And that may be profoundly distorting the reality of Tesla's market position. So yeah, I think it would be a healthier story to just try and put aside the mythology and see what's actually happening.

Rosin: Right. Well, that is so helpful, Helen. Thank you so much for helping us understand this moment through the lens of genius. And congratulations on your book.

Lewis: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend. 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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A Stephen King Adaptation With (Almost) No Scares

<em>The Life of Chuck</em> takes a difficult-to-translate novella and turns it into a feel-good film.

by Shirley Li




Of Stephen King's two dozen novellas, The Life of Chuck is among the odder choices to make into a movie. The titular protagonist is an unexceptional accountant. His tale is told backwards, in loosely connected vignettes. And he barely appears in the first act, which follows a teacher making peace with what seems to be the end of the world. The story, as a whole, is heady, elegiac, and rather philosophical: At one point, Chuck wonders "why God made the world."

In the wrong hands, such a story would become inert on-screen. Its sentimentality could easily come across as maudlin, its structure too confusing to follow. The Life of Chuck's director, Mike Flanagan, has become something of a King whisperer, however, after bringing two of the author's (considered difficult-to-film) novels to the screen. Here, he has managed to translate the tricky material into a crowd-pleaser.

King's work regularly gets turned into films and television shows: Aside from The Monkey, this year will also see the release of adaptations of The Long Walk, The Running Man, and The Institute, and a prequel series based on It. But as much as King may be known as a maestro at horror--an inherently cinematic genre--his greatest talent is generating worlds that feel lived in. He can conjure sense memories and a feeling of familiarity even for readers who have never, say, resided in a small town in Maine, stayed at an empty hotel, or found a dead body buried near a set of train tracks. The appeal of Flanagan's take on The Life of Chuck rests on his understanding of this resonant quality of King's writing; on-screen, as on the page, the story hums because it highlights the ordinary foundation upon which the supernatural can be built. Within the strange events is a core that is bittersweet and familiar.

Read: Doctor Sleep: A horror sequel that tries to do the impossible

Told in three chapters, The Life of Chuck begins at the end of Chuck's journey, though the character (played from oldest to youngest by Tom Hiddleston, Jacob Tremblay, and Benjamin Pajak) appears mostly as an image on a series of advertisements thanking him for "39 great years!" until the movie's middle stretch. The high-concept reasons for that are best left unspoiled, although they're challenging in a way that makes Flanagan's efforts to render them legible even more enjoyable to watch; as with his other takes on the author's work, the director faithfully captures the source material down to its last King-ian flourish, whether that be a macabre joke or a precise detail. If anything, Flanagan revels in the novella's genre-bending dexterity, magnifying the eeriness of its opening scenes before deepening the homespun warmth of its subsequent chapters. He shoots each section using a different aspect ratio, and he swaps out casts and tones with abandon. Each storyline thus takes on a life of its own.

Read: A Stephen King adaptation that doesn't believe in monsters

Please forgive the cliche; it's only appropriate, because The Life of Chuck leans on quite a few of them. Inspired by Walt Whitman's "Song of Myself"--specifically, the verse that reads "I am large, I contain multitudes"--the overarching plot relies on familiar archetypes and tropes to communicate a poignant idea. Of course Chuck had a tragic childhood, one that would make him accept advice from his grandfather Albie (an affecting Mark Hamill) to choose a stable life over a passionate one. Of course the girl Chuck drags into dancing with him during the second act is someone who, like Chuck, desperately needs a pick-me-up. And of course Chuck discovers, as a boy, that within him, as with everyone, is a magic that can't be extinguished by time or circumstance. "In this moment, I am wonderful," the young Chuck tells himself one evening as he gazes at the stars, paraphrasing Whitman. "I have a right to be wonderful."

The line borders on saccharine, and will probably make those less tolerant of sappiness cringe. But I fell for the film's earnest insistence that each of us has access to an inner world no one else can ever fully know; that message, as trite as it may be, is particularly touching because of its pointed delivery. Flanagan's well-assembled group of actors also helps balance out the film's mushier elements: Nick Offerman narrates throughout with a matter-of-fact wisdom, Hiddleston exudes an infectious verve during his centerpiece scene, and Mia Sara, coming out of retirement to play Chuck's grandmother, is a casting masterstroke. Her presence anchors the story, as in a scene of her character dancing in her kitchen, playfully singing along to a rock song on the radio while beckoning Chuck to join her. The moment is beautifully lit and performed, playing like a memory and a dream all at once.

The best of King's works, even the ones that come with telekinetic teenagers and murderous clowns, find something amazing within the everyday. Trailers for The Life of Chuck have touted King as the author behind the stories that inspired The Shawshank Redemption, The Green Mile, and Stand by Me--all selections that fall outside of the horror he typically writes. Doing so makes sense; unlike the rest of this year's plentiful offerings, The Life of Chuck joins those titles as a King entry that probably won't induce nightmares, just potent emotion, maybe even joy. Yet Chuck's tale isn't devoid of suspense. It's aligned with the rest of the author's oeuvre because it illuminates the wonder and terror of being human: that to live means acknowledging that death approaches, that the multitudes we contain can't last forever. This truth is perhaps the most visceral fear there is--yet we should take comfort in knowing that it's also the most mundane.
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The Supreme Court's Inconsistency Is Very Revealing

Justices are supposed to apply principles evenly.

by Paul Rosenzweig




One of the most vital components of the rule of law is a commitment to neutral, principled analysis in which standards are adhered to and similar cases lead to similar conclusions. Such neutrality lies at the core of the courts' promise to be "bulwarks of a limited Constitution," as Alexander Hamilton put it in "Federalist No. 78."

That is why the Supreme Court's seeming abandonment of the neutrality principle is so distressing. The most recent example came in the Court's decision last month to allow President Donald Trump to fire members of two boards--the National Labor Relations Board and the Merit Systems Protection Board--whom Congress had attempted to protect against removal through legislative declarations of independence. In doing so, the Court carved out an arbitrary and unjustified exception to the logic it had otherwise adopted, demonstrating the capricious, politicized nature of its decision making.

To understand the extent of the problems here, begin by considering one of those neutral principles that is, theoretically, to be applied without regard for result: the "unitary executive" doctrine. According to this doctrine, the Constitution says that all officials who exercise executive power in the U.S. government are answerable to the president. It derives its force from both constitutional text and a view that unelected, independent agency bureaucrats are able to obstruct a president's power, and some recourse must be available. Consistent with that view, legal scholars and practitioners who adhere to this theory believe that a president should be able to remove any officer of the United States who exercises executive authority--with good reason or, in their view, without any reason at all (what we lawyers call "removal without cause").

The debate over the limits on a president's removal authority is not an academic exercise about theoretical independence. To the contrary, it can have a very real, practical impact. The 19th-century lawyer and statesman Daniel Webster warned that unlimited removal power "tends to turn the whole body of public officers into partisans, dependents, favorites, sycophants, and man-worshippers." Or as Judge Joseph Story put it in his famous commentary on the Constitution, such a power "may be made, in the hands of a bold and designing man of high ambition and feeble principles, into an instrument of the worst oppression and most vindictive vengeance."

The constitutional authority for independent agencies was first addressed nearly a century ago, in the New Deal era, when the Court carved out an area of executive activity that Congress could permissibly invest with some degree of independence. The oldest of these cases, Humphrey's Executor v. United States, allowed Congress to enact limits on the president's removal power for commissioners of the Federal Trade Commission--providing that they be removed only for "good cause," by which Congress meant some deliberate act of misfeasance. Notably, from a historical perspective, Congress imposed the limits (which the Court held were constitutional) in part to prevent President Franklin D. Roosevelt from firing holdovers from the previous Republican administration who were allegedly thwarting his more liberal policies.

Adam Serwer: Trump is tired of courts telling him he's breaking the law

The Court's Trump v. Wilcox decision last month, permitting Trump to remove the two senior board members, invoked the unitary-executive doctrine. Even though the National Labor Relations Board and the Merit Systems Protection Board are structurally indistinguishable from the FTC (at issue in Humphrey's Executor), the majority concluded that Trump may "remove without cause executive officers who exercise power on his behalf." And so 90 years of law meets its end.

Many conservative legal scholars will approve of this conclusion. Other commentators will think that it too casually discards nearly a century of precedent. But whatever one may think of the underlying principle, both groups could and should hope for its unbiased application. If this is the new rule, then it should apply to all executive agencies.

The specter of that possibility is why one of the strongest arguments against the unitary-executive principle has always been that if it were neutrally applied, it would necessarily allow the president plenary authority over every officer currently considered independent--including, most relevantly, the members of the Federal Reserve Board of Governors and the Federal Open Market Committee. Because the Fed's core task of setting monetary policy is an executive act (for it surely is not legislative), the Fed, in theory, ought to be subject to presidential control.

Such a result would be so disruptive that it is unthinkable. The independence of the Federal Reserve is considered a cornerstone of global economic stability. Multiple times in the past few months, the mere suggestion that Trump might fire the chair, Jerome Powell, has sent the markets into a tailspin. That is not because Powell himself is so beloved (though he has proved a very steady leader), but because markets cannot tolerate the uncertainty and disruption that his dismissal would portend.

Critics have long made a simple counterargument: The unitary-executive doctrine cannot be valid, because it leads to unacceptable results. No principled way of distinguishing the NLRB and the MSPB (as well as a host of other independent agencies) from the Federal Reserve exists. If the loss of independence at the Fed is unthinkable, it can only be because the unitary executive is itself unthinkable.

Quinta Jurecic: What recourse does the Supreme Court actually have?

In an ideal legal world, this sort of argument would be persuasive. For the current Supreme Court, rejecting it required nothing more than inventing a new standard. In a single sentence, the Court tossed off the argument for equivalence, saying, "The Federal Reserve is a uniquely structured, quasi-private entity that follows in the distinct historical tradition of the First and Second Banks of the United States."

This is a remarkably weak argument. Neither of the original banks was a significant executive actor. They were not, for example, authorized to set monetary policy, as is now the Fed's job. And, disturbingly for those who value judicial precision, the authority the Court cited said no such thing. It is almost as if the citation was made up by a hallucinating artificial intelligence.

So the historical analogy breaks down on the merits. It also requires answering this question: How old is old enough? One is left to wonder why the historical tradition of the first two banks (respectively, 240 and 190 years old) is sufficient, but the NLRB's history (it is now 90 years old) and, presumably, the FTC's age (now 110) are not.

There is, sadly, only one plausible conclusion: The Court wanted to endorse the unitary-executive theory, but it created an exception for the Federal Reserve because the implications of its reasoning were too severe to tolerate. Call it the "our theory can't create market catastrophe, so we will arbitrarily carve out the markets" principle, which is no principle at all. It's just artificial line drawing to avoid the consequences of one's own logic.

This is not the only recent instance of the Court ruling by ipse dixit--making law based on unsupported dogmatic assertion rather than judgment. The capricious rejection of principle in the service of conservative political desires has become a habit with this Court.

Adam Serwer: The Supreme Court's 'selective proceduralism' would suffocate the Constitution

Consider, as another example, the Supreme Court's decision overturning 50 years of precedent in Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization. The decision rested on the Court's conclusion that the Constitution contains no substantive text protecting a woman's right to an abortion, and that such unenumerated rights should not be recognized if they are not "deeply rooted in the Nation's history."

Again, one may agree with that principle (and with the Court's history regarding abortion rights), or one may not. But either way, one would expect that the Court would apply the principle neutrally. And if one thinks that the text of the Constitution has no protection for abortion, then, as Justice Clarence Thomas wrote in his concurring opinion, all of the jurisprudential developments that protect sexual intimacy are wrong. In his view, not just abortion but also contraception and same-sex marriage are constitutionally unprotected.

Fair enough, and at least Thomas has the virtue of intellectual consistency. But the implications of his views were so severe that at least one member of the Court felt the need to disavow them. Justice Brett Kavanaugh's concurrence assured the nation that the rule Dobbs created was unique to the abortion context. Trust me, he told us, gay marriage is not at risk.

But that assurance is no more than another instance of making up the rules to suit the situation. If, as Dobbs says, the test is whether a practice is "deeply rooted in the Nation's history," then gay marriage is, if anything, on far thinner ice than abortion, and contraception is not too far behind.

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

Again, if the impartial application of a new rule of law seems to have unacceptable results, the proper answer is to jettison the new rule as untenable, not to adopt it and then artificially carve out an exception.

The promise of unbiased application of the law is why, even if you don't believe he meant it, Chief Justice John Roberts's famous characterization of judges as umpires calling "balls and strikes" was so powerful. Americans don't expect perfection in judges' application of that principle. But the rule of law is, at bottom, a promise to minimize variations when possible.

To be sure, the mitigation of harms is welcomed--I certainly don't want Trump to have the power to fire the Fed chair. But the intellectual dishonesty necessary to reach this result is stunning. Were the justices truly committed to calling balls and strikes, they would recognize that the horrific consequences of their reasoning suggest fault in that reasoning.

It's all a bit reminiscent of Bang the Drum Slowly, a Robert De Niro and Michael Moriarty movie in which the pair play together on a baseball team. They welcome rookies by hazing them in a number of ways, one of which is to introduce them to the card game TEGWAR--"the exciting game without any rules." The pair make up the rules as they go along, reinforcing each other's absurdities ("I just got a double krankle") and confounding the uncomprehending rookies. As a delightful vignette, TEGWAR is a comedic moment in a somber character study. When TEGWAR becomes the analytical methodology for the Supreme Court, it is a tragedy--for the rule of law and for the nation.
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Two Paths for the Pop Star

Miley Cyrus and Addison Rae are taking their music very seriously, with different results.

by Spencer Kornhaber




When Miley Cyrus previewed her new album, Something Beautiful, for people in her orbit, they gave her funny feedback: The music was too good. Or at least, they allegedly said, it was too good to be pop.

Cyrus exasperatedly relayed this story to Apple Music's Zane Lowe last month. She then listed off "pop" musicians who were definitely good: David Bowie, Madonna, Stevie Nicks. "Pop really gets given a bad name of, like you know, manufactured label creations," she said. "And that's just not what it is. That's generic, and to be honest, it's lazy."

To which parts of the stan internet cheered: Preach! Put "Wrecking Ball" in the Louvre! Cyrus's unnamed critics seemed to view pop, like a lot of people do, as a disposable commodity. But Cyrus was articulating the--to use an ever-contested term--poptimist viewpoint, which says that just because music functions as a product for the masses doesn't mean it can't also be excellent.

Now that I've heard Something Beautiful, Cyrus's ninth album, I'm starting to reconsider--and sympathize with--the feedback she received. Her new music is, and I use quotation marks advisedly here, too "good." It's laden with signifiers of quality that undermine the very point of the genre she's working in: pleasure.

The definition of good is subjective, but society generally agrees it involves a few attributes. "Good" things result from effort and resources being deployed in ways that prize discernment over easy gratification. Think about a plate of subtly balanced pasta (which might be yummier with a shaving of parmesan cheese) or a designer handbag (visually indistinguishable from a knockoff). But that kind of good is hard to achieve, and people who aim for it often conflate sophistication with excess (forget parmesan; add truffles). Which is how Cyrus ended up with an album that's so lavishly produced, it numbs your ears.

A 32-year-old former child actor who's been making hits since 2007, Cyrus has never needed much adornment to be entertaining. She has a voice that's raspy and ferocious like a lovable cartoon creature's, and a happy-go-lucky personality to match. No particular style defines her--her albums have made a point of flitting among genres including trap, country, and hard rock--nor has she ever been a songwriter of great depth. But she's repeatedly imbued formulaic fare with a sense of geysering, authentic humanity.

Now she's aiming for prestige. Winning her first ever Grammys last year--for the hit "Flowers"--sparked an epiphany: "I never admitted to myself how much it hurt to not be recognized for my work," she told The New York Times. Something Beautiful sounds like it resulted from a plan to win more recognition. It features contributions from many critically acclaimed indie musicians, such as Brittany Howard from Alabama Shakes and Adam Granduciel from the War on Drugs. It's been marketed as an opus in the vein of Pink Floyd's The Wall; it will, Cyrus has said, "medicate somewhat of a sick culture through music."

Read: The freakish powers of Miley Cyrus and Lana Del Rey

If this is medicine, it's certainly pungent. The album is piled high with pulsating orchestration (think Philip Glass more than Gustav Mahler), progressive-rock guitar noodling, and multitrack disco harmonies, all echoing with heavenly reverb. Much of this detail work is indeed something beautiful, like fine gold threading on a gown. Some of it is even outstanding, such as the layered gospel vocals of "Reborn." But again and again, the listener is left wondering why a song has become overtaken by a swarm of instruments buzzing and zipping like bees.

The cumulative effect of so much sound is a sense of sheer heaviness. Cyrus and her collaborators are writing in the Diane Warren mode, as if to soundtrack one last makeout before asteroids pummel the Earth. Many of the melodies are sturdy, and you might find yourself verklempt at the epic heartache of "More to Lose" and "Golden Burning Sun." But the singing--while impassioned and textured--isn't really interacting with the instrumentation in a dynamic way. And the music's ambitious veneer invites a kind of scrutiny that her lyrics can't sustain (one mangled metaphor: "My tears are streamin' like our favorite show tonight"). The listener might be impressed, even awed, by Cyrus's effort--but deep down, they'll know there's something better they could be listening to.



All I've wanted to do lately is listen to Addison Rae. This is a surprise for a few reasons. One is that Rae, 24, is a TikTok dancer who became famous six years ago for doing bodyrolls in sweatpants while smiling blankly at the camera. She then released a fun but generic EP that reused one old Lady Gaga demo and imitated the pop-punk-inflected sound of Millennial child actors turned singers: Selena Gomez, Demi Lovato, early Cyrus. This did not suggest anything very exciting about what kind of culture would result from short-form video becoming our primary star-making machine.

But Rae's debut album, Addison, out this past Friday, isn't bland at all. In fact, I really didn't expect that the first great TikTok-to-pop album would evoke Aphex Twin and other electronic experimentalists such as Timbaland, Bjork, and Portishead. The production's breakbeats, digital glitches, and creaking synthesizers summon an alien landscape for Rae, an avatar of popular-girl normalcy, to explore. The sound is on trend with Gen Z's '90s and Y2K nostalgia--pining for a time when technology seemed exciting rather than oppressive--and it calls back to Madonna's run of playful futurism from 1992's Erotica to 2005's Confessions on the Dance Floor. But it's pulled off in an ingenious way that conveys youthful possibility and delivers some really fresh bangers.

Rae's prime collaborators are Elvira Anderfjard and Luka Kloser, two relatively unknown women working in a field--pop production--that's largely dominated by men whose tricks are starting to become all too familiar. The duo trained under the super-producer Max Martin, whose notion of "melodic math" insists that every note serves the purpose of catchiness. But Addison's melodies, while effective, don't quite deliver quite as much a sugar rush. The album's real appeal lies in harmony and rhythm: the interplay of melancholic organ lines, curiously lopsided bass grooves, vocals stacked in tangy intervals, and key changes that seem to reverse the flow of time. These songs aren't exactly avant garde, but they were clearly made with the understanding of how strangeness can invite replayability.

As for Rae, she mostly retains the simple allure that defined her social-media stardom, mixing angelic breathiness with kitschy squeals and spoken word. Her best lyrics reframe cliches about being hot and having fun, like when she distills a night on the dance floor into four words: "Kick drum, chew gum." But generally, the more you notice what she's saying, the worse the music gets; a mention of her parents' divorce in "Headphones" adds a hard surface to a song that's otherwise transcendently soupy. Thankfully, such stabs at profundity are rare. Rae seems happy to blend in, employing herself as an ingredient in a greater whole.

Being an ingredient might seem like a bad thing, but it's refreshing these days. Pop stars are taken very seriously of late--in part because the internet gives their fans a loud platform to champion them, and in part because pop is, well, really getting more serious. Inspired by figures such as Beyonce and Taylor Swift, Gen Z's emerging icons--Chappell Roan and Billie Eilish among them--position themselves as complex, uncompromising auteurs. When that approach works, it's as thrilling as can be. When it doesn't, you get the ponderousness of Cyrus's new album.

Rae is throwing back to a time when pop didn't insist on its own importance quite so much, and in doing so, she's drawing attention to the craftsmanship that chasing a hit requires. Her mesmerizing music videos flaunt both her dancing abilities and her aesthetic tastes, the latter of which seem as finely developed as a fashion editor's. But the most important audiovisual accompaniments to this album are the clips she, Anderfjard, and Kloser posted from their time in the studio. Messing around with keyboards and humming top lines, these three women seem to have developed a strong creative flow together. The only statement that this album is making is in execution: Good pop is good music.
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The Singer Who Saw America's Best and Worst

Sly Stone fused joyful visions of the country with a deep understanding of its worst ills.

by James Parker




It's a real American moment out there: battle lines drawn, tear gas drifting, charity and gentleness on their heels. Turn inward, inside ourselves, and it looks even worse, the mind's landscape pocked and blackened with destruction. Can somebody please bring the beautiful music, to carry us up and out?

Someone like Sly Stone, who died on Monday at the age of 82. Sly was a born transcender, a natural synthesizer of situations, a raiser of elements to their highest state of possibility. Black, white; R&B, rock; politics, carnival; great taste, screaming excess; heaven and Earth: He put it all together. On a tight curve of musical euphoria, he led his people--which was everybody, or so he claimed--out of conflict. The opposing force was in him too, equally strong as it turned out: drag, downwardness, drugs, isolation. Who in the world would ever have the power to shut him down? Only Sly himself. It's remarkable that he lived as long as he did.

But in his glorious and self-consuming prime--'68 to '71, roughly--he harmonized the energies that were tearing and would continue to tear this country to pieces. Dangerous work, highly exposed, but he made it look like a party. And in the floating jubilee that was his band, the Family Stone, he gave America a vision of itself: racially and emotionally integrated, celestially oriented, if not healed then at least open to healing.

What to listen to, right now, as you're reading this? You could start with 1969's "Stand!" A circus crash of cymbal, a burlesque snare roll, and away we go: "Stand, in the end, you'll still be you / One that's done all the things you set out to do." The vocals are airy, haughtily enunciated in the high hippie style, and embellished with happy trills; the melody chugs along with a nursery-rhyme simplicity that is somehow underwired by knowingness: innocence and experience conjoined. (The Beatles were very good at this too, but Sly's true peer in this area, oddly, was a later songwriter: Kurt Cobain.) And the lyrics are classic Sly: a pinch of psychedelic double-talk--"You have you to complete and there is no deal"--and an ounce of street knowledge.

The song rises and falls, jogging on the spot as it were, but with a building gospel crescendo of a half-chorus--"Stand! Stand! Stand!"--that seems to presage or demand release. And release is granted, unforgettably. It comes out of nowhere, with less than a minute of music left: a sudden loop of chiming, uplifted, militant, and taut-nerved funk, resolving/unresolving, tension and deliverance together, guitars locked; the drummer, Greg Errico, is thrashing out an ecstatic double-time pattern on his hi-hat (and doing it, if you watch the live footage, with one hand).

Read: The undoing of a great American band

From "Stand!" you might go to 1970's "Thank You (Falettinme Be Mice Elf Agin)." Everything in America is one year worse, one year more violent and bummed-out, and although the music stays celebratory (with a finger-popping bass line from Larry Graham that famously invented the next two decades of funk playing), lyrically, Sly is darkening: "Lookin' at the devil / Grinnin' at his gun / Fingers start shakin' / I begin to run." He quotes himself, his own (very recent) hits, his own nostrums of positivity, in a charred-by-time kind of way, "Different strokes for different folks" right next to a new observation, "Flamin' eyes of people fear burnin' into you." We're on course here for the Sly-in-ruins of 1971's There's a Riot Goin' On, his woozy sayonara to the years of greatness. Druggy and drum-machined, with a rippling American flag on the cover, Riot is the album that most directly connects him to the present situation.

Decades of obscurity followed--which is a cliche, but he lived it, as durably and intensely as he had lived the cliche of superstardom. "The pure products of America go crazy," as William Carlos Williams said. And now he's left us, when once again brutality is massing behind its shields, and once again compassion has acquired the nobility of true folly. All very familiar to Sly the avatar. I can't stop thinking about these lines from "Stand!," so wistfully prophetic, so half-encouraging, so dead-on predictive of our mass retreat into the space behind our eyes: "Stand, don't you know that you are free / Well, at least in your mind if you want to be."
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A Parade of Ignorance

President Trump is sending tanks rolling through the streets of the capital not to honor service, but to celebrate power.

by Eliot A. Cohen




Benito Mussolini took a keen interest in Roman archaeology; that did not make Roman archaeology a bad thing. President Donald Trump has ordered a parade in honor of the 250th birthday of the United States Army, which does not make the parade a bad thing. But how the parade is being handled, together with the administration's use of the Army in improper ways, is disturbing.

The United States Army deserves a celebration, as do the other armed services during their upcoming birthdays. Tens of millions of Americans have passed through the Army's ranks, and something close to a million have died in the line of duty, while many more were wounded or taken prisoner, or suffered extraordinary hardships. We owe them a lot.

The administration, however, is orchestrating a parade not to honor service, but to celebrate power. Tanks and infantry fighting vehicles will tear up the capital's streets as helicopters thrash overhead. Tough-guy stuff, in other words, designed to show the world that we are, in the much-overused word of the secretary of defense, lethal.

There are ironies here. The ironmongery on display is old technology, albeit continually updated and improved. The Abrams tank was designed in the 1970s and first entered service in 1980, and the Bradley fighting vehicle came online a year later. The wheeled Stryker fighting vehicle is a relative youngster, having entered service in 2001. The first Black Hawk transport helicopter entered service in 1979, and the Apache attack helicopter in 1986. Some really modern military hardware might include a flock of hundreds of drones, but that doesn't provide the same kind of visual for a civilian population that has seen the aerial displays at Disney World. Inadvertently, what is being put on display is the Army's repeated modernization failures as much as its successes.

Read: The truth about military parades

Nor is this hardware relevant to the strategic choices the Trump administration has avowed, leaving Europe and the Middle East and focusing on the Indo-Pacific. Tanks will not persuade China to keep the People's Liberation Army Navy behind the first island chain. This is about preening for the American public and indulging a kind of juvenile fascination with big, noisy armored vehicles.

Trump and his appointees do not understand this country's real strengths. If they did, they would not attempt to destroy the great research universities that have done so much to create the scientific base that has been indispensable to America's military power. They do not know, because they are exceptionally ill-informed, that it was the mobilization of scientific personnel from America's universities by Vannevar Bush (of MIT) and James B. Conant (president of Harvard) that helped give the United States its technological edge during World War II.

If the draft-evading president and disgruntled former National Guard major running the Department of Defense better understood the American military, they would know that by sending National Guardsmen (and now Marines) to deal with riots when neither the governor of the state nor the mayor of the city concerned want them, they are courting danger. They would not promise, as Trump has, the use of "heavy force" against protesters. They would not, in other words, anticipate, almost with glee, the prospect of Americans in uniform shooting their fellow citizens. For that matter, they would know that deploying thousands of military personnel to the southern border disrupts training for war, which they supposedly value highly.

The Army reportedly wanted this parade. It is, of all the services, the one that is keenest to be identified with the American people, the most wounded when it feels rejected by or distanced from them. The other services have always preferred volunteers in wartime and usually get them; the Army is, ultimately, the most representative service. One can understand the desire to observe this milestone, particularly after the debilitating defeat the United States suffered in Afghanistan and its equivocal success in Iraq. In some ways, the Army is making a bid for reassurance here.

No matter: A parade on this anniversary should remind the American people of how the Army won our independence, preserved our Union, crushed a rebellion fought in the name of slavery, and liberated large parts of Europe and Asia. A worthy parade would include storied units whose heritage goes back to the founding of the country. Soldiers of the 3rd Infantry Regiment, the "Old Guard," established in 1784, should march by, as might other, even older, units such as the 101st Field Artillery Regiment of the Massachusetts Army National Guard, the "Boston Light Artillery," founded in 1636.

Famous and familiar units--the 1st Division (the "Big Red One") and the 101st Division (the "Screaming Eagles")--will no doubt be represented. But so, too, should units that capture, yes, the diversity of the American military. Soldiers representing the 54th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment, which was composed of free Black Americans, and some of the units of U.S. Colored Troops, who made up about a fifth of the Union Army by the end of the Civil War, should be there. Abraham Lincoln's words, written in 1863, might be recalled: "And then, there will be some black men who can remember that, with silent tongue, and clenched teeth, and steady eye, and well-poised bayonet, they have helped mankind on to this great consummation; while, I fear, there will be some white ones, unable to forget that, with malignant heart, and deceitful speech, they have strove to hinder it." (President Trump might reflect on those words before renaming American bases for secessionist officers who betrayed their allegiance to the Constitution.)

Kori Schake: Sometimes a parade is just a parade

The Oneida and Stockbridge Indians who served alongside fellow Americans fighting for independence from Britain should be represented, among the many Native Americans from tribes across the country who proudly fought for the United States. And the extraordinary 442nd Regimental Combat Team, which was composed of second-generation Japanese Americans, many of whose parents were then interned in camps in the Southwest, and yet which became one of the most highly decorated units in the Army during the Second World War.

The Army, throughout its history, has been the great equalizer. As the sociologist Charles Moskos once pointed out, in the 1950s and '60s it was one of the few institutions in which Black men were routinely giving orders to white ones. The experience of common military service was humbling for some, elevating for others, and helped forge a common identity. We should honor that, as we honor the work of liberation that has so often been part of the Army's mission.

The Army has much to celebrate--its history, its values, its accomplishments. Fetishizing its killing instruments, shutting down the capital's streets for tanks, and threatening protesters with violence is as wrong as it is deeply ignorant. Worse, it will undermine the tribute a grateful American public should properly pay to those who have, over the centuries, defended our freedom with blood and sweat and brought that same inestimable gift to many others around the world.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/06/cohen-military-parade/683143/?utm_source=feed
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Inside the Exclusive, Obsessive, Surprisingly Litigious World of Luxury Fitness

How Tracy Anderson built an exercise empire

by Xochitl Gonzalez




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


Each day, thousands of women, myself included, engage in a ritual. We flail our arms like orchestra conductors. We wiggle our rib cages. We get down on all fours and raise our knees to our ears. We roll on the floor. For up to 90 minutes, gathered together at studios or in front of our laptops, we perform The Method. We "do Tracy Anderson."

The workout is not Pilates. It includes dance cardio, but it is not dance cardio. Though some moves are inspired by ballet, it is not the Bar Method. Anderson, who rose to fame training celebrities such as Gwyneth Paltrow and Madonna, does not wish to be referred to as a trainer. She describes herself as a "self-made scholar" and an artist who has created a "canon of work." The movements, she told me, are a combination of choreography ("being creative with the biomechanics of what's possible in our body") and science (understanding movement from "a body and energy perspective").

Wander around the Hamptons or Tribeca and you might notice solitary men in T-shirts explaining their solitude: MY WIFE IS AT TRACY. Ordinary people like me can do prerecorded workouts online for $90 a month, but membership at one of Anderson's studios is a status symbol, the fitness equivalent of waterfront property. Her empire includes eight locations: in Manhattan (one in Tribeca and one in Midtown), the Hamptons (one in Water Mill and one in Sag Harbor), Los Angeles (one in Studio City and one in Santa Monica), and Madrid. Her newest studio is in Bozeman, Montana.

Studio membership costs upwards of $10,000 a year. Many clients spend far more, opting for private sessions designed by the Prescription Team. If you want to train with Anderson in person, you can book a spot during "Vitality Week" (actually a long weekend) for $5,000. I know one woman--a successful entrepreneur married to an even more successful financier--who budgets $36,000 a year for her Tracy Anderson body. (For the record: She looks amazing.)

In addition to legions of rich wives and women who work in the beauty and fashion industries, fans of The Method include celebrities and entrepreneurs: Tracee Ellis Ross, Jennifer Lopez, the power Realtor Claudia Saez-Fromm, the New York City political lobbyist Suri Kasirer. When the cash-strapped developer Brandon Miller committed suicide last year, many blamed it on the pressure that he and his wife felt to keep up with their Hamptons neighbors. She did Tracy Anderson every morning.

I've heard rumors of powerful women threatening to blacklist people from joining the studio. I've heard that byzantine rules govern the hierarchy of spots near the front of the class. For years, the tabloids have been full of stories about feuds between Anderson and former trainers she believes stole her moves. She built an empire on the perception that she was a glamorous fitness doll, and now she doesn't want to be perceived as a glamorous fitness doll. She wants to be taken seriously.

Xochitl Gonzalez: In the age of Ozempic, what's the point of working out?

Anderson's goal is to transform how people think about the mind and the body, and to prove that her workout is her own intellectual property, both an art and a science. She's created "thousands" of moves, she told me, and "done actual studies." She compared herself to Leonardo da Vinci, who, just like her, "used his scientific knowledge to enhance his art."

Tracy Anderson devotees can buy clothes in her workout line, or her exact ankle weights, or Tracy Anderson magazine, which includes testimonials from famous studio members, plant-based recipes created by a team of chefs, and photos of Anderson modeling thousand-dollar designer sweaters over workout gear. Her Instagram features slick videos of Tracy Anderson, the trainer, performing Tracy Anderson, The Method, while wearing Tracy Anderson, the brand. Yet there is very little of Tracy Anderson, the person, available. She existed for me--as she does for so many others--in her workout videos as a silent body in motion, upon which we could project our feelings about our own bodies.

And then, one day last November, I came face-to-face with her. This was no ordinary celebrity sighting. For years, I'd been emulating this woman's every move. When she wiggled, I wiggled. When she shook her hips, I shook my hips. When she went into a full split and rolled backwards onto the floor before scissoring her legs in the air, I ... waited for the next exercise.

Anderson greeted me at the door of her house in Brentwood, California, followed by a pack of beautiful dogs, including a cavapoo, standard poodles, and another breed I couldn't place. It turned out to be the product of the male cavapoo and a female poodle that had fallen "madly in love," according to Anderson. When they "anatomically could not express themselves to their fullest ability," Anderson asked science to step in. "They deserve to be helped because they were trying so hard to procreate that his, like, his male parts were bleeding." The poodle was artificially inseminated, and they went on to have eight puppies.

Her way of speaking--warm and Midwest-earnest--makes even something as outrageous as doggy IVF seem like a gesture of compassion. In that moment, all I felt was happiness for those dogs. Shouldn't we all be able to express our love?

Anderson grew up on a small ranch in Noblesville, Indiana, surrounded by goats, geese, and turkeys. Her mother ran a dance studio. Her father worked in his family's furniture business, but was also a poet and chess enthusiast. Anderson described the household as "sometimes middle-class, sometimes not." One day she'd be told she could buy new school clothes; the next, she'd be told the family was out of money and she'd have to return them. Her parents had dueling ambitions for their daughter. Because she was good at chess, her father imagined her as a future lawyer. But because she excelled at dance, her mother imagined her on Broadway. For a time, her mother's plan won out.

At 18, she moved to New York to study at the American Musical and Dramatic Academy. It was the early '90s. She found a job at the Gap and lived on $5 ATM withdrawals and H&H bagels with mustard and tomato because she couldn't afford turkey. Just 5 feet tall, Anderson didn't have the "dancer's body" she was told she needed. She dieted, considered taking up smoking, and eventually, demoralized, left school.

She got engaged to the former NBA player and Hoosier legend Eric Anderson, whom she had met while playing a cheerleader in the movie Blue Chips. In a few years, they were married; living in Indiana with their son, Sam; and running a facility for youth sports and dance. They were young and inexperienced, and fell behind on rent and closed the facility. They opened a Pilates studio, then closed that too. In February 2005, judges ordered the Andersons to pay $334,375 in unpaid bills. In April, they filed for bankruptcy.

But Anderson also co-owned another studio that had a branch in Los Angeles, and she was developing her theories around fitness. She had long been fascinated by Olympians, such as swimmers and gymnasts, whose physiques were shaped by the repetitive motions of their sports, and wondered if she could design a series of movements to shape the dancer's body that had long evaded her. After what she describes as a period of research and study, she came up with a program to strengthen the major muscle groups while working smaller "accessory" muscles through a series of repetitive rotations and movements. In L.A., she introduced clients to a piece of modified Pilates equipment she called the Hybrid Body Reformer. One of these clients happened to be the wife of Gwyneth Paltrow's agent at the time, Anderson told me. Paltrow, who'd recently had a baby, complimented the woman on her body. When Anderson tells her own story, this is usually where she begins.

Anderson has been famous since 2008. That year, in London, paparazzi photographed her with Madonna and Paltrow, both in sweaty workout gear. Suddenly, she was not just a trainer to the stars but the trainer to the stars. These were the glory days of celebrity magazines and gossip blogs, and Anderson was ubiquitous, proselytizing about how to get J.Lo's butt or Gwyneth's ... anything. "I'm giving you Gwyneth's legs right now," she told a beauty reporter during a workout. "Trim and Trimmer!" a headline read.

In 2008, Paltrow invested in Anderson's business. Anderson started planning another studio in New York and headed to London, to train and tour with Madonna. That same year, she and Eric divorced, and she released the Tracy Anderson Method: Mat Workout DVD, which laid out her fully developed theories for the first time.


Tracy Anderson and Gwyneth Paltrow at a 2019 event in London for Paltrow's wellness and lifestyle company, Goop (Darren Gerrish / Getty)



"Genetically, we are all shaped differently, and we all have our own set of problem areas," she says in the introduction. "The good news is it's completely possible to reengineer your muscular structure any way you want": to get "teeny tiny" arms and "feminine" abs and thighs without "bulking." Central to the workout was silent instruction--she demonstrates the moves without speaking--and a near-torturous number of reps with very, very light weights.

The celebrity-lifestyle-obsessed late aughts were an ideal environment for what Anderson was selling. Fixating on "problem areas" was seen not as self-loathing, but as self-empowerment. Talking explicitly about working hard just to get skinny sounds awkward now that we live in an era that celebrates wellness and body positivity. Anderson seems to regret her role in the 2000s skinny-industrial complex, when she would tell people, "Let's go; you can get teeny tiny!" But she said she had no choice: "I had to contribute to it too, or else nobody would do my workout." Besides, "you can't change a culture before it's ready."

Now any one of Anderson's clients could be on Ozempic or Wegovy if she wanted to, and Anderson has to offer something beyond thinness. But although the way she talks about the moves has changed, the moves themselves have not.

Clients go to her because they "know that their body's going to look the best that it can look," she told me. "And they're not going to go anywhere else, because they know how smart I am."

Anderson is 50, a thrice-married mother of two. She doesn't like to talk about hard times, but she's definitely had them. Eric Anderson died in 2018 of a heart attack. "He was such an incredible human being and he was such an incredible father," she told me. She said she always thought they might end up back together someday. Having to tell Sam that his father was dead was "the worst moment of my actual entire life."

Two years after Eric died, during the early days of the coronavirus pandemic, the father of Anderson's younger child, Penelope, died too, of a brain tumor. "I did not have the relationship with Penny's dad that I had with Eric," she told me. But she took Penelope to see him before he died, and thanked him for the gift of their daughter: "Penny's part of both of us. And she's extraordinary."

When I pressed her to say more about what she'd learned from her experiences of loss, she told me she'd become "very understanding of people's journeys"--even "the people that steal from me." She said she always asks herself, "Gosh, what happened to them as a child? "

The fact that Anderson has experienced death and divorce, debt and failure, is one reason I was drawn to her. I could relate. I divorced as a young woman, and I ran a small business through the Great Recession, and I was sick to my stomach for years worrying about the possibility of bankruptcy. Starting a business, losing a business, starting a new one--this is what entrepreneurs do. I also knew from experience that if you've spent years fighting for your business's survival, you don't take kindly to anyone you see as stepping on your turf.

I came to Tracy Anderson sometime in 2009 or 2010. My grandfather, who'd raised me, had just died, and I had been working frantically to save my company. In the process there had been a lot of stress eating and crying on my sofa, and the resulting weight gain created a new wave of sadness as I felt lost inside myself and my grief. I had seen Anderson in celebrity magazines and turned to one of her DVDs.

The Method made me thinner. But it also made me feel incredible. The choreography was so unusual--and the work so intense--that it required my full concentration, which eased my anxiety and helped me feel present in my body. Unlike yoga, where you were constantly being instructed, or fitness classes, where you were being "motivated," Anderson didn't talk at all, something I found incredibly soothing.

I have strayed over the years. I craved the dark, loud music of SoulCycle; I wanted to try running a marathon. I was making a TV show and was so sedentary, for so long, I developed sciatica and a slipped disk. But I've always come back to Tracy Anderson. ("Most of them always come back," she told me.)

Read: The workout that actually makes me happy

Anderson herself interested me, but I was hardly a member of the #TAmily, as fans have branded themselves online. (The hashtag is shared, a bit awkwardly, by the Tamil diaspora.) You'll see gushing comments about how Anderson changes women's lives, or questions about what brand of sneakers she's wearing. "What a gift to learn from you," one fan wrote on Instagram. "You talk to us like that beautiful sister that loves you so much and wants the very best for you," wrote another.

Anderson says she doesn't want to be a guru. Of the women who credit her with changing their lives, she said: "No, no, no, no, no. You don't have me to thank; you have you to thank." But in many ways, she encourages her clients' feelings of intimacy. Occasionally, she'll get on Zooms with dozens of studio members that are then preserved in a section of her website called "Conversations." Women ask Anderson for advice on their diets and workouts and lives, but for a lot of the time, Anderson simply listens. If her Instagram videos are slickly produced, these calls are remarkably DIY. And long. One call last year ran for five hours.

Other aspects of the business remain frustratingly (or charmingly) mom-and-pop. Products--such as Kenko, four-pound minimalist weights made of Canadian maple--appear with great fanfare and then are rarely spoken of again. Members who pay (a lot!) to livestream classes often complain that they start late. Had someone forgotten to turn on the camera?

Many of Anderson's peers have been bought out by wealthy corporations or private-equity firms. Barry's (formerly Barry's Bootcamp) was co-founded by Barry Jay in 1998 and is now owned by Princeton Equity Group, among others. SoulCycle was founded in 2006 by a spin instructor, Ruth Zukerman, and two of her clients before it was acquired by Equinox in 2011. Even CrossFit--known for its spartan gyms--was taken over by Berkshire Partners.


Anderson at her home on Long Island, New York, March 2025 (Caroline Tompkins for The Atlantic)



"To me, being bought someday by private equity is not in my--I don't even hold space for that," Anderson told me. "I've had people with their M.B.A.s mess up my business," she said. "Fancy educations--Wharton on there, Stanford on there, Harvard on there." But they didn't have the right mindset, she said. Was she a control freak? "I'll tell you what I was," she replied. "I was a wild fucking stallion."

Now she is married to Chris Asplundh, a scion of the Pennsylvania-based billion-dollar tree-trimming empire Asplundh Tree Expert. (Mehmet Oz is a relative through marriage; he used his in-laws' address for his voter registration before his failed bid for a Pennsylvania U.S. Senate seat.) Asplundh bought out Anderson's other investors. "This is a family business now," she told me.

Anderson's employees describe themselves as a family, too. Steven Beltrani, the company's president, walked her down the aisle when she married Asplundh. Employees' Instagram accounts are full of loving posts about one another. But every family has its fissures.

Megan Roup was hired to work for Anderson in 2011. Roup was a member of the #TAmily for six years--schooled in The Method and given access to training manuals and Anderson's celebrity contacts. All of these surely proved valuable when Roup left and opened the Sculpt Society, a mostly online fitness class.

Roup quickly amassed many clients, some of whom--including the Victoria's Secret model Shanina Shaik--had formerly trained with Anderson. When the pandemic forced fitness online, more people found their way to Roup. Anyone familiar with Anderson would recognize many of her signature moves in Roup's workouts. Roup's website stated that she had "seen something missing in the fitness industry," and sought to fill this void. Anderson saw contractual violation and theft--and the latest in a long string of betrayals.

For nearly as long as Anderson has been famous, she has worried about her former trainers stealing her moves and clients. For good reason. By 2014, so many Anderson apostates were operating in New York City alone that one blogger took the trouble to rate them according to their "Level of Tracy-ness." Anderson describes herself as "low conflict." But most anyone who does her workouts and listens to the chats she delivers after class will be familiar with her bitterness toward the "rip-off trainers" who keep "stealing" her work. The frustration, at times, sounds more like paranoia.

Anderson didn't name names publicly, but the tabloids were happy to report on her scuffles: The Daily Mail, for example, quoted an anonymous source saying that Nicole Winhoffer, who launched a DVD collection with Madonna's backing, was "overweight" before she started training with Anderson, and that she didn't "understand the reasons behind the moves, just the motions."

In 2022, Anderson brought a lawsuit against Roup and her business through her parent company, Tracy Anderson Mind and Body, for breach of contract and copyright infringement, among other claims. Anderson attributed her new aggressiveness toward Roup to finding "my voice," and the wisdom she'd gained in her 40s. Also likely helpful was the cash infusion her new husband offered the business.

But by bringing the case to court, Anderson has subjected her own workout to new scrutiny. When I set out to profile one of the most famous women in fitness, I never imagined I would have to learn so much about copyright law. Yet here we are. Copyright is designed to protect creative expression. Performance choreography is considered creative expression and has been protected by copyright law since the 1970s. Physical fitness is not. In their defense, Roup and her team relied on a copyright-infringement case brought against rival studios by Bikram Choudhury, the inventor of a series of yoga poses performed in a hot room. The court had dismissed Choudhury's case on the rationale that the poses involved were not creative art, but "functional" movement.

A federal judge in California tossed out Anderson's copyright claim for similar reasons. Anderson calls her program a "method," the judge pointed out, and methods are exempt from creative-copyright protection. In addition, he wrote, Anderson says her Method is the result of research and markets it as "designed for the purpose of improving clients' fitness and health." Functional movements, in other words, just like Choudhury's.

Anderson ultimately settled with Roup on the breach-of-contract count for an undisclosed amount, but she is appealing the copyright decision. Amanda Barkin, an IP attorney at FKKS in New York who has been observing the case, told me that Anderson's accusations will be hard to prove. Roup is "allegedly incorporating these choreography and other elements from The Method that she learned through, like, the confidential employee handbook," Barkin told me, but those moves are also "all over TikTok, so I don't know how confidential a lot of it is."

I wondered, when speaking with Barkin and reading the court summation, if I detected a whiff of dismissal. At the end of the day, these are just women's workouts--things of vanity--so what's the big deal? A male attorney, writing about the case on the FKKS blog in 2023, noted that although Anderson faced an uphill battle, at least she had the glutes for it.

In a statement, Roup's lawyer, Nathaniel Bach, called Anderson's lawsuit "ill-conceived and frivolous" and insisted that Roup had "developed The Sculpt Society on her own." But the judge's decision to toss out the copyright claim, he wrote, was "a significant victory both for Megan and the whole fitness industry, as the Court's rulings reaffirm that no one can claim ownership over physical exercise or dance cardio."

Whether or not some of Roup's moves are based on Anderson's Method, the big question is if anyone can invent and own a fitness move in the first place. Evan Breed was a professional dancer for 10 years before she became one of Anderson's master trainers. She told me she could understand why Anderson would object to someone "copying exactly the choreography of her dance cardio." But that doesn't apply to the more basic movements--the arm workouts and the muscular-structure work done on the mat. Dancers like her--and like Anderson and Roup--"grew up doing those rib isolations, moving your ribs side to side, moving the hips side to side." The arm exercises, she said, are essentially what you do while warming up for a ballet class.

Anderson isolated the movements and shifted them down to a mat. But they did not come out of nowhere. Perhaps those Anderson accuses of theft feel they're only doing what she did herself, and continuing her practice of reinterpretation.

Why, I wondered, did Anderson keep emphasizing her workout as a research-driven method, if that was exactly what was going to hurt her copyright case? Why did she insist on having it both ways? Maybe it was that original tension--between the Broadway chorus girl and the sharp attorney--playing out all over again.

There's nothing particularly unusual about a trainer arguing that their program is more effective than others, but Anderson's emphasis on her own research is notable. She started out with insights, she said, but she wanted proof. And so, in 2001, she began what she frequently refers to as "the study" or her "clinical study," gathering "five years of quantitative and qualitative data from 150 women."


Anderson leads a workout at her Water Mill, New York, studio employing her new HeartStones weights. (Caroline Tompkins for The Atlantic)



She recruited mothers who would drop their kids off at the Indiana youth center that she and Eric opened, along with other women, and provided them with choreography to shrink their problem areas. After the center shut down, she told me, she kept following up with the same women: For five years, every 10 days she would measure them in more than 28 different places and provide them with new moves. What she discovered in that process, she says, is the foundation of her Method.

Anderson insists that clients are coming to her because of this research. And it's why she doesn't feel bad about charging so much for it.

And yet the study is not, of course, an actual clinical study--it was not performed by independent researchers and was not submitted for peer review at an academic journal. When I followed up with Beltrani, the president, to ask if Anderson could share the data with me, he told me they were proprietary.

Even so, Anderson argues that only the close-minded would ignore her findings because she's an outsider to the scientific establishment. What bothers her most is the idea that others are copying her moves without properly understanding the science. "To create my life's work has taken so much research, so much focus, so many people believing in me financially. For me to be able to test, experiment, create, and do this, and for anybody, especially a woman, to come in, work for me, learn from me, leave, take me off their resume, and steal from me?" Anderson's voice was full of passion as she called this "morally bankrupt."

Although Anderson wouldn't send me any of her data, she said, when pressed, that they included records in notebooks and Polaroid shots. She also agreed to put me in touch with one of the women she'd trained in the early days of her career.

Julie McComb is a mom and teacher with a bakery business in Westfield, Indiana, and she's remained friendly with Anderson ever since she started training with her in the mid-2000s. Back then, McComb was new to the area, and Anderson was Indiana famous.

Chatting with her dentist during an appointment one day, McComb mentioned that she liked to work out. The dentist said, "I have to tell you about this girl. She's amazing. She's fabulous. She's the best in the area." She has "this whole philosophy," the dentist added, "and she's done all this research."

"I remember her lifting my shirt up," McComb told me, and Anderson saying, " 'Oh, we're going to take care of this, and we're going to do this, and we're going to shrink this in, and get this smaller,' and her hands were all over my body." McComb started to laugh, she told me, because "my problem areas were always--even when I was in high school--the sides of my hips. I said, 'Tracy, there's nothing we can do about this.' "

But Anderson made her personalized workout routines every couple of weeks, and she used a tape measure to track her progress, "and Tracy literally took me from a size eight to a size zero."

When McComb became pregnant with her son, she did The Method all through the pregnancy. Anderson recommended her own ob-gyn. It was such an incredibly easy birth, in McComb's telling, that she looked up at the doctor, surprised that it was over already. "He laughed," she told me. "And he says, 'Julie, that's because you've been working out with Tracy Anderson.' "

McComb had known that Anderson was gathering research but wasn't aware that the measurements she took from her were part of the "study" she's been talking about ever since. But she didn't seem to mind. She told me she'd had a minor stroke and some surgeries for a heart arrhythmia a few years back, and had largely stopped exercising. She'd gotten back into The Method after that, but then dropped off again. She would have liked to do online workouts, but she and her family had moved into a smaller house and there wasn't enough space. She feels bad about gaining weight, she told me, but what she truly misses is how The Method made her feel, and "the environment and the sisterhood that we all had when we were there."

She said, "It was more than a workout."

For months leading up to my visit to Brentwood, Anderson had been promoting her latest product, HeartStones--a set of 2.8-pound beveled spheres beset with a circle of rose quartz that were meant to be lifted through a series of slow-burn, tai chi-like movements. They were made of iron, and they were going for $375. I could not imagine why even the most devoted of devotees would buy them. "Sis you have lost your damn mind," read one comment on Instagram. I hoped to ask Anderson about the HeartStones during our meeting.

But first we talked about climate change, and inequality, and the reelection of Donald Trump. Anderson rarely discusses politics publicly. She knows that she serves women on both sides of the partisan divide. When she posted on Instagram about supporting Kamala Harris last fall, one angry user wrote on her website that Anderson had "abused her position," adding that she was supposed to be "a trainer, not a guru."

But Anderson sees politics as a wellness issue. "I cannot stand the hate. I cannot stand the division," she told me. "That is so unhealthy for us." Over lunch (a vegan fried-green-tomato salad) she talked about "how our nervous systems as women have been epigenetically so compromised" by living in a "system that is so corrupt and unfair." Then we had to pause: A package from Goop had been delivered in the mail.

She went on to talk about how she had "creatively unlocked" women and enabled them to learn to "hear their bodies" and their "nervous systems" so that, when a woman's husband asks, "What's for dinner tonight, honey?" she can say: "Fuck you. Get your own fucking dinner." She also expressed a wish that she could make her workouts more accessible to "people that are making a difference, like teachers, you know what I mean? Nurses, people who are underpaid and making a difference? They need it." (She didn't offer any specifics, however, for how she might do this.)

We talked, at last, about the HeartStones: She recommends that anyone who wants to lose weight start with the HeartStones, "because they have to hear their body." They have to stop hating their bodies, their metabolism, "the fact that exercise might have been challenging for them." If they hate themselves, they will "always feel miserable. They will not feel better even if they're thinner." It seemed like sound advice, though I still had no idea how the weights themselves were supposed to achieve these goals. I think she could tell I was skeptical.

When it was time for me to leave, Anderson packed up some gluten-free chocolate cake that her chef had made and some flowers that had been on the table and--oh, also, why not throw these in?--a set of HeartStones from her personal stash. She asked her husband to walk me to my car, and it was only on the drive home that I realized I'd just accepted a gift of significant value from the subject of a profile--something forbidden by the ethical codes of journalism. I had to return the HeartStones! But this was Los Angeles; I was already on the 405--I couldn't just turn around. I decided that I would mail them back.

But not before I tried them. I wanted to dismiss them as silly and frivolous and overpriced. They certainly didn't transform how I think about myself or my metabolism. But holding them had the soothing quality of a weighted blanket; the movements slowed my breathing and opened my chest and back. When friends came over, I would show them the HeartStones, tell them the price, watch them laugh, and then make them hold them. I'd show them a few movements. They'd mimic me mimicking Tracy. No one wanted to give them back. Including me: I forked over the money to keep my weights.

Like much of what Anderson is selling, the HeartStones remain a mystery to me. If they have any grounding in science, I have no idea what it is. But they feel nice, and my arms look better.

Anderson is still appealing the case against Roup, though when we spoke a few months ago, she expressed some doubts. She didn't really care about Roup, she told me; she cared about fighting a system that tries to "narrow artists." What if, she suggested, "I want to make a Broadway show about what I'm doing?" Then she could copyright the products of her creative genius, and no one could rip off her moves anymore.

I'm still not sure if she was kidding.



This article appears in the July 2025 print edition with the headline "The Tracy Anderson Way."
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The Father-Daughter Routine That Transformed Our Family Life

In my household, Saturday is "Dad-urday."

by Jordan Michelman




In the early years, weekend adventures with my daughter followed a script: a park, a pet store, a local bakery or maybe somewhere for lunch. We'd do it every Saturday, on and on. Now my daughter is nearly 9, and the tone and tenor of our routine has changed. The music we listen to matters more--she's gone from wanting "Baby Shark" to having strong opinions about how Kurt Cobain kind of sounds like a loud, angry version of the Beatles. We still go to bakeries (this is a topic on which we fundamentally agree as father and child), but now we can also talk about what we enjoy at them (both the pastries and the fact that we're supporting small businesses in the city we love).

Conceptually, what my family has come to call "Dad-urday" grew out of a common parenting-duo problem: Sometimes, even though my wife and I believe in sharing household duties equally, one person will end up doing more kid-related labor than the other. This, I will admit (with some discomfort and guilt), fairly accurately depicts my family situation. Although I do parent throughout the week, I travel a lot for work, which means my wife has had to take on many an early morning alone.

So we designated Saturday mornings as my time to wake up with our daughter: make breakfast, watch some cartoons, then get ready to go out for a bit. I bring my wife a cup of coffee in bed and let her snuggle with our needy, oddball house cats--and allow her a full morning to herself. Dad-urday was a logistical decision that turned into a ritual, one that's become an anchor to my life: I design my work calendar around it and always try to fly home by Friday night.

Read: The default-parent problem

When my daughter was tiny and refused to sleep on a regular schedule at home, our Saturdays involved a lot of naps (hers, not mine), and I acted as a sort of baby-sleep chauffeur. The back of my Volkswagen was the only place she would snooze soundly--after a habitual 30-minute period of screaming-infant Sturm und Drang--so I would drive her around for hours on end, looping through neighborhoods and cruising up and down the hills of our Oregon town.

But soon enough, as my daughter got a little older, Dad-urday became more dynamic: We'd talk over the day's agenda and debate which park to visit. Some weeks, she'd choose one with elaborate climbing equipment; others, she'd want one with trails and streams to traverse. Afterward we'd visit a store called Pets on Broadway because I love animals and so does she. It's like a zoo in there, with fish and lizards and guinea pigs and a cat-adoption station, and we'd always get a treat or toy to bring home for our kitties.

Every Dad-urday, we aim to be out of the house until at least the early afternoon. This creates an uninterrupted period in which my daughter is the only person I'm talking to, and vice versa--me the planner, seeking order through scheduling, plotting out the best spot to have lunch ahead of an afternoon movie; she the great adventurer, up for anything, ready to let 10 a.m. become 3 p.m. if the getting is good at the park with the epic zip line.

Now that my daughter is way bigger, our days reflect her changing interests and greater maturity. She's learning to play the guitar, so I've been subjecting her to my Millennial-with-Boomer-tastes CD wallet: Jerry Garcia, the Kinks, J Dilla, XTC. We roam around and visit music shops, plugging guitars into cool amps and fiddling with distortion and delay pedals, behavior that the guitar-shop bros seem willing to tolerate in small doses.

Read: I still get called daddy-mommy

Our conversations have also expanded to encompass the wider world and its fundamental truths. The other day, on our way to pick up some kimchi, my daughter demanded to know, in detail, the difference between a pickle (like the ones we had in a jar in the fridge) and kimchi, which I had previously--and not entirely accurately--described as "a style of Korean pickle." By the end of the chat, I was talking about the different preserving and fermenting traditions of various cuisines, and she was ready to conduct a taste test when we got back home. Another development: Whenever we order lunch, my daughter now has an ideal deli sandwich (turkey, cheddar, sourdough, light mayo). I find it charming, but it also feels like some kind of passage into adulthood, the fact that my child knows herself well enough to dictate her preferences to the deli guy. If her grandfather or great-grandfather, who both knew their way around a deli, were here, they would be positively verklempt.

When we go to a park, I get to see other ways in which my daughter's personality has expanded. I listen to her rattling off the name and subspecies of every bird we glimpse. I watch her being kind to younger kids on the climbing wall. She is almost too big for a lot of the equipment--on certain sets of monkey bars, her toes nearly touch the ground--yet she calls over every couple of minutes, asking me to observe some feat of gymnastic glory. She still needs me to watch her on the playground, at least for now.

I can imagine that to some people, "Dad-urday" might just sound like a cutesy rebrand for "parenting." But something about putting a name to the ritual has helped underscore for me exactly how precious my time with my daughter is--and how swiftly it moves. A consistent routine we share each week allows me to easily track her growth, as with height marks on a doorframe. And in my mind, under "Dad-urday," I now have a memory archive of hundreds of Saturdays with my kid, which allows me to reflect on the changes over the course of her childhood, and the changes within myself, more clearly.

Of course, nobody bats a thousand. Some weekends, if my daughter has a Saturday-morning birthday party or some other peg in her byzantine social schedule, we opt instead for a cheeky "Sun-dad." And every so often we'll miss a weekend. That makes the rest of the week feel out of balance, as if I'm missing some core part of myself. You see, I've come to love who I am on Dad-urday: gentler, more patient, more present and aware of the beauty of the world, because my daughter and I are seeing it together.

Before I wrote this essay, by the way, I sat down with my kid and talked with her about it. I'm careful about what I share online, and like many parents, I feel conflicted about creating content out of intimate moments. But my daughter told me, in her kind, self-assured way, that she thought writing about Dad-urday was a great idea--because she wanted other kids to get to have Dad-urdays, too.
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Israel's Least Bad Option Is a Trump Deal With Iran

New rounds of military strikes won't make the region more stable, but a nuclear agreement could.

by Arash Azizi




Updated at 8:20 a.m. ET on June 12, 2025

Having once described Donald Trump as Israel's "greatest friend ever," Benjamin Netanyahu must be watching with some consternation as the American president enthusiastically pursues a nuclear deal with Iran.

After all, the Israeli prime minister made every effort to stop the Obama administration's Iran deal in 2015. Trump exited that deal in 2018, perhaps partially at Netanyahu's urging. And now Trump is pursuing a deal of his own--his administration has even dropped a number of Iran hawks from its ranks, in what one pro-Israel D.C. outlet described as a "purge."

But Israel's leaders shouldn't fear a new Iran nuclear deal. They may even find reasons to welcome it: Among a host of bad options for curbing Iran's nuclear program and pacifying a volatile region, a nuclear agreement between Trump and Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei could be the least bad option for Israel, too.

The need for a solution became more pressing just today, as the United Nations nuclear watchdog's board of governors has found Iran in violation of its nuclear obligations for the first time in 20 years--a possible prelude to the resumption of significant UN sanctions against Iran. American and European officials say that Israel is preparing a military strike against Iran, and the U.S. has moved some of its personnel out of the region in preparation. The Iranian foreign ministry described the UN watchdog report as political and said that it will establish a new enrichment center "in a secure location."

No strike is likely to happen before the next round of talks on Sunday. And both the U.S. and Iran have compelling reasons to want a deal to stick. The Trump administration, stymied in Ukraine and Gaza, could use a foreign-policy win, and the Iranian regime, having lost its regional proxy power, would prefer to avoid military strikes on its nuclear facilities and to see some sanctions lifted. On Thursday, Trump called the Iranians "good negotiators" who were "tough" and said the U.S. was "trying to make a deal so that there's no destruction and death."

Any agreement will require the two sides to reach an accord about whether Iran should maintain a capacity to enrich uranium on its own soil. The U.S., together with Israel, has strongly objected to any such prospect. "WE WILL NOT ALLOW ANY ENRICHMENT OF URANIUM!" Trump wrote on Truth Social on June 2. The Iranians insist on it--and, for their part, are playing a game of reverse psychology: "This Guy Has No Will for a Deal," read a headline in the semiofficial Tehran Times on June 7, referencing Trump.

Steven Witkoff, the Trump administration's top negotiator, has proffered a plan that reportedly suggests outsourcing Iran's uranium enrichment to a regional consortium. The enrichment would be for civilian purposes, and the consortium would include Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and possibly Qatar and Turkey. The idea is to remove the technical capacity from Iranian hands and internationalize the process. Whether this consortium would do its work on Iranian soil or elsewhere, however, is not clear. And as Richard Nephew, an American diplomat who helped negotiate the 2015 nuclear deal, told me, this is the nub of the issue--"centrifuges in Iran"--in relation to which "a consortium is window-dressing."

Read: Trump's real secretary of state

Mostafa Najafi, a Tehran-based expert close to Iran's security establishment, told me that Iran has "seriously studied" Washington's consortium proposal and could accept it only if at least some enrichment were to be done on Iranian soil. One option might be to use Iran's islands in the Persian Gulf for this purpose, he added. These are part of Iran but geographically close to Saudi Arabia and the UAE, and therefore easier to monitor than the mainland.

For Israel, the matter of where the enrichment happens is nonnegotiable. "Israel would be willing to accept the consortium solution only if it is located outside of Iran, a condition that Iran, of course, will not accept," Raz Zimmt, the head of the Iran program at Israel's Institute for National Security Studies, told me. "This is Israel's official stance, and it enjoys near-unanimous support across the Israeli political spectrum." The reasons for this are understandable: Iran's leaders, unlike many of their counterparts in the region, have never embraced a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and instead continue to clamor for the destruction of Israel. Just last month, Khamenei called Israel "a cancerous, dangerous, and deadly tumor that must be removed from the region and it will be." Israeli leaders are worried that a deal with Iran will not go far enough in disabling it from acting on its animus against Israel.

In fact, hard-line Israelis cannot envision a solution to the Iranian nuclear problem that doesn't involve the total dismantlement of its centrifuges and expatriation of its uranium. That's because the means to weaponize are already there. Even those, including Nephew, who advocate for a new deal caution that Iran's enrichment capacity has increased in the seven years since Trump left the 2015 agreement. Iran now has enough enriched uranium that if it sought to weaponize, it could build as many as 10 atomic weapons. Even if it shipped that stockpile elsewhere, the country would still have its advanced centrifuges. With these, experts say, Iran could hold on to just 5 percent of its current stockpile and still be able to enrich enough weapons-grade uranium for a bomb inside of a month, and four bombs' worth in two months.

Given this reality, according to Zimmt, the Israeli government believes that it is running out of time to stop Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons. And to this end, he told me,  "Israel clearly prefers no deal over a bad deal," because without a deal, military strikes become thinkable. Many in Israel see such a confrontation as the best option--even though Iran's nuclear facilities are spread across its territory, and some are buried deep underground, making any military campaign likely to be drawn-out, complicated, and hazardous.

The analysts I spoke with did not see much lasting good coming of such an assault. Nephew noted that the setback to Iran's nuclear program would likely be temporary and said that Israel would be "infinitely better off with a good deal." Gregory Brew, an analyst with the Eurasia Group, pointed out that Iran's regional proxies have been so weakened that Israel is in a particularly strong position at the moment. A negotiated settlement to the nuclear question could allow Israel to build on its advantage by pursuing closer ties to Arab states. This "would be a win for Israeli security and the region as a whole," Brew said.

Back in 2015, the Arab states of the Gulf region were leery of a U.S.-Iran nuclear deal. They had poor relations with Iran and worried that an agreement might exclude their interests. Now those relations have softened, and most of the Gulf states are eager for an arrangement that could cool the region's tempers. Their support for diplomacy should be good news for Israel, which already has diplomatic, trade, and military ties with two Gulf countries (the UAE and Bahrain). The Saudis have conditioned normalization on Israel's allowing for a Palestinian state, but their language is pragmatic--Riyadh's overwhelming interest appears to be in economic development, which regional conflict only undermines.

A nuclear deal that draws in the Gulf states would undoubtedly serve to better integrate Iran into the region's economy. Some in Israel may balk at this idea, preferring to see Iran isolated. But there is a case to be made that giving Iran a stake in regional peace and stability would do more to de-radicalize its foreign policy than caging it has done.

Some in Israel remain skeptical. "I don't believe that Saudi or Emirati participation in the deal carries any real significance," Zimmt said. "It's not something that would reassure Israel, certainly not before normalization with Saudi Arabia, and not even necessarily afterward." Other Israeli critics of Trump and Witkoff chastise them for mistaking the ideologically driven actors of the Middle East for transactional pragmatists like themselves.

Daniel Byman: Trump is making Netanyahu nervous

But leaders and peoples--in Riyadh, Abu Dhabi, Damascus, Beirut--have grown tired of wars around religion and ideology, and many are ready to pursue development instead. This explains why Syria's new leaders have embraced Trump and promised not to fight Israel. Iran is not immune to this new regional mood.

Iranian elites have reason to fear that the failure of talks will bring about devastating military strikes. But they also have reason to hope that the lifting of sanctions, and even a partial opening for the country's beleaguered economy, will be a boon to some of the moneyed interests close to the regime. Najafi told me that Iran already has a shared interest with Arabs in trying to avoid a confrontation between Israel and Iran: "Arabs know that any military action by Israel against Iran could destroy their grand developmental projects in the region," he said. I've talked with Iranian elites for years. Most of them have no interest in Islamism or any other ideology. They send their sons and daughters to study in American and Swiss universities, not to Shiite seminaries in Iraq or Lebanon. Khamenei's zealotry is very unlikely to outlive him in Iran's highest echelons of power.

A diplomatic deal, however flawed, will not only curtail Iran's nuclear program but also put the country on a path defined by its economic and pragmatic interests. A more regionally integrated Iran is likely to be much less belligerent, as it will have relations with the Saudis and Emiratis to maintain. The regime will likely be forced to drop many of its revolutionary pretensions, as it already has toward Saudi Arabia: Iran once considered the kingdom illegitimate, but it now goes out of its way to maintain good ties with Riyadh. Although this might sound unthinkable today, ultimately the regime will have to drop its obsession with Israel as well, for the same pragmatic reason that Arab countries have done in the past.

The alternative to a deal is an extensive military campaign--most likely, a direct war between Iran and Israel--with unpredictable consequences. The notion that such a confrontation would lead to positive political change in Iran is a fantasy. Just as likely, the regime will hunker down under duress, prolonging its hold on power. This is why even the most pro-Israel figures in the Iranian opposition, such as former Crown Prince Reza Pahlavi, oppose military strikes on Iran.

Iran's population harbors very little hostility to Israel. A group of student activists recently tried to organize an anti-Israel rally at the University of Tehran, but only a couple of dozen people joined them, a small fraction of those who have turned out for rallies in Cairo, Amman, or New York City. But a direct war that costs Iranian civilian lives would easily change this.

The future of Iran and Israel does not need to lie in hostility. That's why a deal that keeps Iran from going nuclear and avoids military strikes is the least bad option for everyone.
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Stephen Miller Triggers Los Angeles

The protesters gathered in downtown L.A. are a microcosm of the Democratic coalition that has dominated the city for decades.

by Nick Miroff




During a lull in the chanting outside the federal building targeted by protesters in downtown Los Angeles this week, I walked up behind a hooded young man wearing a mask and carrying a can of spray paint. He began to deface the marble facade in big black letters. WHEN TYRANNY BECOMES LAW, REBELLION BECOMES DUTY--THOMAS JEFFERSON, he wrote, adding his tag, SMO, in smaller font.

SMO told me that he is 21, Mexican American, an Angeleno, and a "history buff" who thinks about the Founding Fathers more than the average tagger does. He said he wanted to write something that stood out from the hundreds of places where FUCK ICE now appears.

"I needed a better message that would inspire more people to remember that our history as Americans is deeply rooted in being resistant to the ones who oppress us," he told me. "Our Founding Fathers trusted that we the people would take it into our hands to fight back against a government who no longer serves the people." (The quote, although spurious, captures some of the ideas that Jefferson put into the Declaration of Independence, according to the Thomas Jefferson Foundation.)

Whether what's occurring in Los Angeles is a noble rebellion, a destructive riot, or a bit of both, the protests here have been the most intense demonstrations against President Donald Trump and his policies since he retook office. They were set off by a new, more aggressive phase of Immigration and Customs Enforcement raids across the city last week. But it's important to keep some perspective on the size of the confrontations. Los Angeles County covers more than 4,000 square miles, with a population of 10 million, and across much of that sunny expanse, life has carried on as usual this week.

Missy Ryan and Jonathan Lemire: The White House is delighted with events in Los Angeles

The protesters' focal point has been the federal building in downtown Los Angeles where several Department of Homeland Security agencies, including ICE, have offices. Just across the 101 freeway is the El Pueblo de Los Angeles historic plaza, which marks the site where settlers of Native American, African, and European heritage first arrived in 1781. Nearly every city block in this part of town is taken up by a courthouse or some other stone edifice of law or government, including the Art Deco tower of Los Angeles City Hall. In a city built on shaky ground, these civic structures are meant to project stability and permanence. But L.A.'s layered, fraught history seemed very much on the minds of many demonstrators I spoke with, who told me that they felt like their right to belong--regardless of legal status--was under attack.




Although the crowd of protesters has not been especially large, drawing at most a few thousand people, it has been a microcosm of Los Angeles and the deep-blue Democratic coalition that has dominated the city for decades. It's a mix of young Hispanic people--many the children of first-generation immigrants--and older liberals, college students, and left-wing activists; also present is a contingent of younger, more militant protesters, who have been eager to confront police and inflict damage on the city's buildings and institutions, and film themselves doing it.

At one point on Monday, I watched a group of jumpy teen boys in hoods and masks who appeared no older than 15 or 16 approach one of the last unblemished surfaces on the federal building. One shook a spray can and began writing in large, looping letters. The nozzle wasn't working well, and his friends began to rush him. Trump is a BICH, he wrote, and ran away.

Observing the crowd and speaking with protesters over the past several days, I couldn't help but think of Stephen Miller, the top Trump aide who has ordered immigration officials to arrest and deport more and more people, encouraging them to do so in the most attention-grabbing of ways. The version of Los Angeles represented by the protesters is the one Miller deplores. The city has a voracious demand for workers that, for decades, has mostly looked past legal status and allowed newcomers from around the world to live and work without much risk of arrest and deportation. Trump and Miller have upended that in a way many people here describe as a punch in the face.

Los Angeles, specifically the liberal, upper-middle-class enclave of Santa Monica, is Miller's hometown, and it became the foil for his archconservative political identity. He is often described as the "architect" of Trump's immigration policy, but his role as a political strategist--and chief provocateur--is much bigger than that. It is no fluke that Los Angeles is where Miller could most aggressively assert the ideas he champions in Trump's MAGA movement: mass deportations and a maximal assertion of executive power. No matter if it means calling out U.S. troops to suppress a backlash triggered by those policies.

Conor Friedersdorf: Averting a worst-case scenario in Los Angeles

"Huge swaths of the city where I was born now resemble failed third world nations. A ruptured, balkanized society of strangers," Miller wrote Monday on X. He was attacking Governor Gavin Newsom for suing to reverse the Trump administration's takeover of the California National Guard--the first time the government has federalized state forces since 1965. Trump has also called up 700 U.S. Marines.

Miller was defending the use of force to subdue protesters, but he was really talking about something bigger in his hometown. This was a culture war, with real troops.







What was the spark? On May 21, Miller and Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem brought the heads of ICE's regional offices to Washington for a dressing-down. Trump had promised the largest mass-removal campaign in U.S. history and wanted 1 million deportations a year. ICE officers had been making far more arrests in American communities than under Joe Biden, but they were well short of Trump's desired pace. Miller demanded 3,000 arrests a day--a nearly fourfold increase--and demoted several top ICE officials who weren't hitting their targets.

Miller's push is just a warm-up. The Republican funding bill Trump wants to sign into law by Independence Day would formalize his goal of 1 million deportations annually, and furnish more than $150 billion for immigration enforcement, including tens of billions for more ICE officers, contractors, detention facilities, and removal flights. If Los Angeles and other cities are recoiling now, how will they respond when ICE has the money to do everything Miller wants?

Trump and his "border czar," the former ICE acting director Tom Homan, had been insisting for months that the deportation campaign would prioritize violent criminals and avoid indiscriminate roundups. Miller has told ICE officials to disregard that and to hit Home Depot parking lots.

So they have. The number of arrests reported by ICE has soared past 2,000 a day in recent weeks. Backed by the Border Patrol, the FBI, the Drug Enforcement Administration, and other federal law-enforcement agencies pressed into helping ICE, officers are arresting people who show up for immigration-court appointments or periodic "check-ins" to show that they have remained in compliance with court orders. Last week in Los Angeles, ICE teams began showing up at those Home Depot parking lots and work sites, including a downtown apparel factory. This was a red line for many Angelenos. Protesters told me that it was the moment Miller and Trump went from taunts and trolling to something more personal and threatening. About a third of the city's residents are foreign-born.

Juliette Kayyem: Trump's gross misuse of the National Guard

"This is humiliating," Hector Agredano, a 30-year-old community-college instructor who was demonstrating on Sunday outside a Pasadena hotel, told me. ICE officers were rumored to be staying at the location and two others nearby, drawing dozens of protesters who chanted and carried signs demanding ICE out of LA!

"They are tearing apart our families," Agredano told me. "We will not stand for this. They cannot sleep safely at night while our communities are being terrorized."

Some activists have been trying to track ICE vehicles and show up where officers make arrests to film and protest. More established activist groups are organizing vigils and marches while urging demonstrators to remain peaceful. They have struggled to contain the younger, angrier elements of the crowd downtown who lack their patience.

On Sunday, I watched protesters block the southbound lanes of the 101 until police cleared them with tear gas. Some in the crowd hurled water bottles and debris down at officers and set off bottle rockets and cherry bombs. The police responded with flash-bangs, which detonate with a burst of light. There were so many explosions happening, it wasn't easy to tell if they belonged to the protesters or to law enforcement. I tried approaching a police line, and a boom sounded near my head, ringing my ears.

One group of vandals summoned several Waymo self-driving cars to the street next to the plaza where the city was founded and set them ablaze. People in the crowd hooted and cheered at the leaping flames, and the cars' melting batteries and sensors sent plumes of oily black smoke toward police helicopters circling above. Firetrucks arrived and put out the last of the flames, leaving little piles of gnarled metal. City officials grew more alarmed the following evening, when smaller groups of masked teenagers rampaged through downtown and looted a CVS, an Apple Store, and several other businesses, prompting Mayor Karen Bass to set an 8 p.m. curfew in the area yesterday.

The smoke and flames began shifting attention away from the administration's immigration crackdown.The imagery has been giddily watched by White House officials, and it's fueled speculation that it could create an opening for Miller to attempt to invoke the Insurrection Act. For years he has longingly discussed the wartime power, which would give troops a direct law-enforcement role on U.S. streets, potentially including immigration arrests.




Yesterday, Trump said that he would not allow Los Angeles to be "invaded and conquered by a foreign enemy," and that he would "liberate" the country's second-largest city. His send-in-the-Marines order underscored his apparent eagerness to deal with the demonstrators as combatants, rather than as civilians and American citizens.

Since Trump's announcement, protesters have been on the lookout for the Marines, wondering if their arrival would signal a darker, more violent phase of the government's response. But military officials said today that the Marine units will need to receive more training in civilian deployments before they go to Los Angeles.

Despite the attention on the federalized California National Guard troops, they have had a minimal role so far, standing guard at the entrance to the federal building where SMO and other taggers have left messages for Trump and ICE. Mayor Bass said that about 100 soldiers were stationed there as of today. Trump has activated 4,000, and there are signs that their role is already expanding: Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth posted a photo yesterday of soldiers with rifles and full combat gear standing guard for ICE officers making street arrests. "This We'll Defend," he wrote.

David Frum: For Trump, this is a dress rehearsal

In downtown Los Angeles, though, the LAPD and the California Highway Patrol--which are under the control of the state and local Democratic leaders--have been left to handle violent protesters and looters. By insisting that Trump's troop deployment is unnecessary and provocative, Newsom and Bass are under more pressure to make sure that their forces, not Trump's, can keep a lid on the anger.

Their officers have fired tear gas, flash-bang grenades, and a kind of less-than-lethal projectile known as a sponge grenade that leaves bruises and welts. One Australian television reporter was hit while doing a live report; many others have been shot at point-blank range. Over more than three days of street confrontations, there have been no deaths or reports of serious injuries.

Some protesters gathered up the spent sponge munitions as souvenirs. With a hard foam nose and a thick plastic base, they resemble Nerf darts from hell. I met one protester, carrying a camera, who wore a bandage around his forearm where he'd been struck minutes earlier. Castro--he wouldn't give me his first name--told me that he was a 39-year-old security guard whose parents are from El Salvador. He likened the pain to a sprained ankle. "I was born and raised in Los Angeles. I support, I love, I stand for America. I love the U.S.A.," he told me. "I'm here today to support our people of Los Angeles. That's it."

Some Democrats outside the state have chafed at the sight of protesters waving Mexican flags and those of other nations, which Trump officials have seized upon as evidence of anti-Americanism. Protesters told me the flags of their or their parents' home countries are not intended as a sign of loyalty to another nation. Quite a few protesters waved the Stars and Stripes too, or a hybrid of the American flag and their home country's.

Hailey, a 23-year-old welder carrying a Guatemalan flag, told me she wanted to display her heritage at a protest that brought together people from all over. That was part of belonging to California, she said: "I was born on American soil, but I just think it's appropriate to celebrate where my family is from. And America is supposed to be a celebration of that."

Dylan Littlefield, a bishop who joined a rally on Sunday led by union organizers, told me that he grew up in L.A. with Italian Americans displaying their flag. "No one has ever made a single comment or had any objection to the Italian flag flying, so the people that are making the flag issue now really are trying to create a battle where there's no battle to be had," he said.



The protests against Trump in Los Angeles have picked up, to some extent, where those in Portland left off. In 2020, anti-ICE protesters targeted the federal courthouse in downtown Portland, and DHS sent federal agents and officers to defend the building and confront the crowds. The destructive standoff carried on for months, and the city's Democratic mayor and Oregon's Democratic governor eventually had to use escalating force against rioters. Newsom and Bass seem keen to avoid the price they would pay politically if that were to occur here, but for now they are caught between the need to suppress the violent elements of the protests and their desire to blame the White House for fanning the flames.




Anne Applebaum: This is what Trump does when his revolution sputters

Trump officials say they have delighted in the imagery of L.A. mayhem and foreign-flag waving, but they face a threat, too, if protests spread beyond blue California and become a nationwide movement. That would take pressure off Newsom and Bass.

Doe Hain, a retired teacher I met in Pasadena this week holding a Save Democracy sign for passing motorists, told me that the ICE push into California symbolizes the worst fears of an authoritarian takeover by a president unfazed by the idea of turning troops against Americans. "I don't really think I can protest the existence of ICE as a federal agency, but we can protest the way that they're doing things," Hain said. "They're bypassing people's rights and the laws, and that's not right."

Few people I spoke with said they thought the protests in Los Angeles would diminish, even if more troops arrive in the city. There have been fewer reports of ICE raids since the protests erupted, and one Home Depot I visited on Monday--south of Los Angeles, in Huntington Park--had had only a handful of arrests that day, bystanders told me. ICE teams had moved to other locations in Southern California and the Central Valley. They will surely be back.

At a minimum, Miller and other Trump officials have come away from this round of confrontations with the imagery they wanted. Today, DHS released a none-too-subtle social-media ad with a dark, ominous filter, featuring the flaming Waymos, Mexican flags, looters, and rock throwers. "RESTORE LAW AND ORDER NOW!" it said, with the number for an ICE tip line. It fades out on an image of a burning American flag.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/06/stephen-miller-los-angeles-ice-protests/683138/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Dispatches From the Death Chamber

A conversation with Elizabeth Bruenig about murder and forgiveness

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.

In the death chambers of the Mississippi Delta, on a rainy night in an Indiana penitentiary, and in the early hours at an Alabama prison, Elizabeth Bruenig has seen three men die. She watched them thrash, draw labored breaths, close their eyes. And then there was the execution that she wasn't allowed to witness: a man convicted of murder whom she'd come to consider a friend.

In The Atlantic's July cover story, Elizabeth traces the lives of men on death row--who they were and who they became after years of imprisonment. During our conversation, we discussed the twin impulses of mercy and revenge, and why, when sitting across from a man on the cusp of death, she chose not to look away.



Stephanie Bai: Some scenes in your story were grueling to read. You're unflinching with the details of each person's final moments, and when describing the autopsy of a man who underwent an allegedly botched execution.

In a 2020 New York Times article, you observed that arguments against the death penalty "tend to be abstract" (focused on what it means to take a human life, or the limits of governmental power), but "arguments for the death penalty are visceral," often going into detail about the crimes' brutality. In this story, in which you clearly oppose the death penalty, why was it so important to not shy away from the details of these executions?

Elizabeth Bruenig: I think when you're trying to convince a reader to oppose the death penalty, which is a complicated and difficult argument to make, it's important to put people in the room to try to give them a sense of what a personal experience it is.

The anti-death-penalty arguments are usually abstract because if you spend a lot of time on the gory details of the crime, that can elicit emotions that make people support the death penalty. I understand why a lot of advocates prefer to focus on other arguments, such as the potential execution of innocent people. That's been perhaps the most persuasive argument in recent decades against the death penalty. And it is abstract, in a sense, because you're talking about something that might happen in the future, a risk associated with the system.

But by taking it to a personal level, where I'm asking someone to consider the death penalty as a problem because it destroys the life of a human being, of a person with a personality and experiences and family and friends, that felt significant. The human level seemed like the most important part.

Stephanie: Much of this story is about these prisoners on death row, which is a shift from the bulk of true-crime writing that generally focuses on the victims. How did you decide whose voices would be featured? And in the cases you write about, how have the victims' families reacted to the death penalty?

Elizabeth: I've spoken to victims' families on numerous occasions, and they all feel different ways about the death penalty. In Joe Nathan James Jr.'s case, the family was against his death. In James Edward Barber's case, there were members of the victim's family who did not want to see him executed. And in David Neal Cox's case, I spoke with the victim's family, and they were in favor of the death penalty for him.

I've heard a lot of different perspectives from victims' families, and I'm a part of a victim's family: My own sister-in-law was murdered in 2016. It isn't that I don't consider that side of the narrative important; it's just that, as you point out, 99 percent of media about crime is going to focus on the victims. And rightfully so. But having the opportunity to focus on the offenders seemed like fresh snow that hadn't been trodden upon from a journalistic standpoint.

Stephanie: You spent a lot of time with Kenneth Eugene Smith, a man convicted of capital murder in Alabama, who you eventually came to see as a friend. Admittedly, that gave me pause. It might be an uncomfortable idea for some readers: seeing these men as people, not as just murderers. Can you describe how that friendship developed between you and Smith?

Elizabeth: I had worked with guys on death row and had a good rapport with a couple of them, but I didn't expect to wind up being as personally invested in Kenny's case as I came to be. The friendship just happened as we talked and talked. I met him after I reported on botched executions, and as someone who had an execution date scheduled, he was terrified about the prospect of facing a torturous death. Talking to someone in that condition, it's sort of hard not to offer some kind of solace, I guess.

At the end of the day, this is just a person who knows they're about to die in a grisly way. I find it difficult to communicate with someone in that condition without trying to show some respect, be there for them, be a sounding board. When you have a source that you're working with, you want to be there to talk when they want to talk, for the sake of the story. But after a while, when you talk with someone, you develop a kind of investment, especially with Kenny. He was a really dear man, and I understand he did a very evil thing, but that was decades before I met him. And I do believe people, over time, can change.

Stephanie: Through your attention to detail, I felt like I got to know some of these men as well: their sense of humor, what they liked, what they didn't like, life inside prison. It was, to come back to that word, very visceral.

Elizabeth: It's a story about life and death, about killing. Taking it to that visceral place, I think, is just what you owe the subject matter.

Related:

	Inside America's death chambers
 	Jimi Barber died a forgiven man. (From 2023)






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Tom Nichols: The silence of the generals
 	David Frum: Why Trump is losing his trade war
 	The White House is delighted with events in Los Angeles.




Today's News

	President Donald Trump said that the United States had reached a tentative trade deal with China, including a provision that would relax restrictions on American access to China's rare earth minerals.
 	Texas Governor Greg Abbott deployed the Texas National Guard yesterday to locations in the state where protests against federal immigration raids are expected.
 	Elon Musk wrote on X that he regretted some of his posts about Trump last week, and that "they went too far."




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: It's last call for FEMA--Trump has signaled an end date for the agency, Zoe Schlanger writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Igor Bastidas



The Growing Belief in 'Love at First Sight'

By Faith Hill

The idea seems so old-fashioned, so sentimental: that you could fall for someone "at first sight," deeply and instantly. It's straight out of the classic romance dramas--Jack's gaze freezing when he sees Rose on the Titanic's deck; The Notebook's Noah lighting up and asking, "Who's this girl?" when he spies Allie across the amusement park. As a general rule, the stuff of popular love stories is not the stuff of real life. We know this, right?
 Not right, I guess.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	When a nasty habit is part of your national identity
 	Anne Applebaum: This is what Trump does when his revolution sputters.
 	Jonathan Chait: Are liberals to blame for the new McCarthyism?
 	Good taste is more important than ever.




Culture Break


Illustration by DR.ME*



Watch. The Simpsons (streaming on Hulu and Disney+) has always been a wholesome show--even if some critics didn't necessarily understand that, Alan Siegel writes.

Read. Lone Wolf explores how the wolf's return to Europe has divided the continent, Jonathan C. Slaght writes.

Play our daily crossword.



*Illustration Sources: Jacobs Stock Photography Ltd / Getty; Everett Collection.

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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Why Trump Is Losing His Trade War

He picked a stupid fight with the whole world. The bad results are all on him.

by David Frum




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


Donald Trump's trade war is fast turning into a fiasco. When the president started the war, Team Trump advertised it as certain to be fast, easy, and cheap. Trump would impose tariffs. The world would yield to his will.

The tariffs would do everything at once. They would protect U.S. industry from foreign competition without raising prices, and generate vast revenues that would finance other tax cuts. Americans could eat their cake, continue to have the cake, and trade the same cake for pie--all at the same time. "There's not going to be any pain for American workers," Trump's press secretary, Karoline Leavitt, vowed in April.

The advertising rapidly proved false. The U.S. economy is slowing because of the Trump tariffs; China's is thriving in spite of them. Team Trump falsely promotes vague five-page outlines with alienated former allies as big deals; China is successfully wooing some of its former rivals, such as Vietnam. America's standing in the world is measurably sinking; China's is measurably rising. Courts are ruling that Trump's tariffs are illegal; public opinion mistrusts the tariffs, regarding them as expensive and unproductive. The promise of huge flows of painless money from tariff revenues is evanescing as the fantasy it always was.

Oh, and the country's largest chain of Halloween retailers canceled its traditional summer grand opening because of Trump-caused supply disruptions. What comes next, as things go wrong?

Trump's first instinct is to blame the targets of his economic aggression for not cooperating with his wishes. On May 30, Trump accused China of violating an imaginary agreement with him. On June 4, he complained that Xi Jinping was "extremely hard to make a deal with." But Trump seldom chooses to quarrel with foreign dictators, saying in the same breath, "I like President Xi of China, always have, and always will." Today, in all-caps emphasis, Trump announced that a deal had been done, declaring that his "RELATIONSHIP IS EXCELLENT" with the Chinese president-for-life.

The lack of details in the announcement strongly suggests that Trump yielded more and gained less than his publicity apparatus wants Americans to believe. That's because, in reality, Trump's global trade war has always been subordinate to his domestic culture war.

Trump much prefers to vent his rage against enemies within. Get ready for him to blame the failure of his trade war on fellow Americans who did not support him enough. The Trump tariffs will be ballyhooed as an act of patriotism, a necessary sacrifice to be laid on the altar of the nation. One of Trump's television talkers reminded viewers that Americans melted down their pots and pans to win the Second World War. If the president needs to ration dolls and colored pencils, how dare any true American raise a contrary voice?

The coming call for national solidarity with Trump's Great Patriotic War against imported Halloween costumes deserves all the scoffing it will get and more.

Trump ordered the nation into economic warfare. He did not do any of the things necessary to create any hope of success in that war. The impending defeat is his personal doing, entirely his own fault.

Jonathan Chait: The good news about Trump's tariffs

Recall the classic Norm Macdonald bit in which the comedian marvels that in the 20th century, Germany decided to go to war with "the world," twice. That was meant as a joke. Trump adopted it as his actual strategy. Trump's rationalizers invoke anxiety about China as his justification. Yes, China numbered among the targets of Trump's "Liberation Day" tariffs. But so did Australia. So did Brazil. So did Canada. So did Denmark. So did Egypt. And on and on, through the whole alphabet of American allies and trading partners.

The United States is by far the planet's strongest national economy, producing slightly more than one-quarter of the planet's goods and services. Including its historic and recent partners, the United States could potentially lead a group of nations sufficiently influential to write economic rules that everybody would need to take into account. That fact underpinned the Trans-Pacific Partnership concept of the Obama years: Form a large-enough and attractive-enough club, and China will have no choice but to comply with the founding members' terms.

Trump's alternative concept is for a quarter of the world economy to cut itself off from the other three-quarters, and then wait for the three-quarters to beg for mercy from the one-quarter. Unsurprisingly, that concept is fast proving a stinker.

But suppose the president sincerely believed that the U.S. had no choice: The one-quarter must fight the three-quarters as a matter of national survival, or "liberation," from the tyranny of foreign goods and services, foreign fruits and vegetables. Crazy, but suppose he did. What would follow?

A rational president would grasp that a U.S. economic war against the rest of the world would be a big, protracted, and painful undertaking. Such an enormous commitment would require democratic consent from a large majority of the public, all the more so because the United States is starting the war itself. Trump's trade conflict is very much a war of choice. The president must explain why he chose it.

A rational president determined to fight an economic war would try to mobilize broad support from the public and from Congress. He would seek allies in Congress, and not only from his own party. He might, for example, compromise on some of his other goals. If he also wanted to tighten immigration at the same time as waging a global trade war, or to roll back DEI programs, or to cut taxes for the wealthy, or to relax anti-corruption measures, or to pardon the crimes of his violent supporters, or to plan any other ambitious but divisive project, he might think twice about pursuing them. You can't ask your opponents to pay more and do without if you won't forgo even a scrap of your partisan agenda. You can ask anyway, but don't be shocked when they answer with a Bronx cheer.

That president would also lead from the front. A president seeking to inspire Americans to endure hardship for the greater good would certainly not throw himself a multimillion-dollar birthday parade at public expense. He would not accept lavish gifts from foreign governments, would not operate a pay-for-access business that collected billions of dollars for himself and his family from undisclosed favor-seekers. While asking other Americans to accept less, he would not brazenly help himself to more. He certainly would not troll, insult, and demean those who may not have voted for him, but whose cooperation he needs now.

This president has, of course, done the most egregious version of every item above. His economic war is adjunct to his partisan culture war. He did not seek broad support. He gleefully offends and alienates everyone outside his base. Which works for him as long as times are prosperous, as they were in the first three years of his first administration. Allow things to get tough, though, and it's a different story. Trump cannot ask for patience and trust, because at least half the country has unalterably judged him as untrustworthy and out only for himself.

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

Trump bet his presidency on the theory that trade wars are "good and easy to win," as he posted during his first term. His second-term trade war, however, is proving not so easy, and not so good, either. He is fighting it alone, without global allies or domestic consent, because that's his nature. It's now also his problem.

In the 1983 movie WarGames, a computer thinks its way through dozens of terrifying nuclear scenarios and concludes: "The only winning move is not to play." In other words, the only safe way to conduct a nuclear exchange is never to have one. The same could be said of trade wars, at least when fought by one nation, however big and rich, against all the others, all at once.

Trump decided he did not care about Americans' support for his economic war. He did not ask for their backing. He did not make any effort to win it. He willfully alienated at least half of the public. Now that he's losing, his supporters want to scold the country because it rejects the whole misbegotten project as stupid and doomed. Don't listen to their reproaches. This is Trump's war, and his alone.

The only way to win now is to end Trump's trade war as rapidly as possible. And then end the excessive, unilateral trade powers of a corrupt president who blundered into a pointless and doomed conflict without justification, plan, or consent.
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After the Fires: Los Angeles Neighborhoods Start to Rebuild

Five months ago, the Palisades Fire, the Eaton Fire, and several other blazes destroyed more than 18,000 houses and buildings.

by Alan Taylor


An aerial view of properties cleared of wildfire debris that were burned in the Eaton Fire on May 22, 2025, in Altadena, California. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers announced that it has cleared 5,000 properties in the Eaton Fire and Palisades Fire burn zones, which represents half of the eligible properties, in just three months. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A house is under construction on De Pauw Sreet in Pacific Palisades, after much of the neighborhood was destroyed by the Palisades Fire, seen on June 3, 2025. (Hans Gutknecht / MediaNews Group / The Los Angeles Daily News / Getty)




Cal/OSHA workers remove hazardous materials from a home destroyed by the Palisades Fire in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles, on April 24, 2025. (Damian Dovarganes / AP)




Temescal Canyon is being used to break down and recycle debris and material from the Palisades Fire, seen on April 17, 2025. (Myung J. Chun / Los Angeles Times / Getty)




Vehicles that were destroyed in the Eaton Fire are staged for disposal on May 22, 2025, in Altadena, California. (Mario Tama / Getty)




An aerial view of rebuild work under way months after the Palisades Fire, on June 3, 2025, in Los Angeles, California (I Ryu / VCG / Getty)




Construction begins in the Palisades Fire devastation zone in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood, on April 24, 2025. (Damian Dovarganes / AP)




Flowers bloom at a home that was destroyed in the Eaton Fire, as grasses begin to grow along a burned hillside in the distance, seen on April 10, 2025, in Altadena. Following winter rains in the region, new vegetation growth is appearing in the Eaton Fire and Palisades Fire burn areas. (Mario Tama / Getty)




CAP.LA collects a soil-core sample from the site of a burned house in the Eaton Fire burn area in Altadena on April 24, 2025. At no charge to property owners, CAP.LA has been checking surface and soil-core samples in both the Eaton Fire and Palisades Fire areas. (Sarah Reingewirtz / MediaNews Group / Los Angeles Daily News / Getty)




A demolition crew uses excavators to tear down a business destroyed by the Palisades Fire, on May 7, 2025, in Pacific Palisades. (Justin Sullivan / Getty)




A sign stands outside a home destroyed by the Palisades Fire in Pacific Palisades on June 3, 2025. (Hans Gutknecht / MediaNews Group / The Los Angeles Daily News / Getty)




An aerial view of a mobile-home park that was destroyed by the Palisades Fire, seen on May 7, 2025, in Pacific Palisades (Justin Sullivan / Getty)




The moon rises as ocean waves wash up along the remains of properties destroyed in the Palisades Fire, seen on April 11, 2025, in Malibu. (Mario Tama / Getty)




Kids paint on a banner for "Stronger Together: Community Recovery and Resilience," an event co-hosted by the Altadena Coalition and Pali Strong for survivors of the Eaton Fire and the Palisades Fire, at the Santa Monica Pier, on May 6, 2025, in Santa Monica. (Juliana Yamada / Los Angeles Times / Getty)




Pacific Palisades property owner DeAnn Heline stands in front of her home, which is being rebuilt after the Palisades Fire, on April 24, 2025. (Damian Dovarganes / AP)




A controlled fire conducted by members of the U.S. Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives and the Los Angeles Fire Department is seen on top of the Temescal Ridge Trail while ATF agents investigate the Palisades Fire, on April 29, 2025, in Pacific Palisades. (Apu Gomes / Getty)




Workers clear a lot next to a new home under construction in a neighborhood destroyed by the Palisades Fire, on May 7, 2025, in Pacific Palisades. (Justin Sullivan / Getty)




Cleared lots of several destroyed buildings, seen before reconstruction work, in Malibu, on May 28, 2025 (Myung J. Chun / Los Angeles Times / Getty)




Actor John Goodman's house, which was destroyed in the Palisades Fire, seen on April 9, 2025, in Pacific Palisades (MEGA / GC Images)




Construction on a building in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles, seen on May 29, 2025 (Eric Thayer / Bloomberg / Getty)




Pali students stand during the opening Pledge of Allegiance and national anthem at the Palisades High graduation ceremony, held at the Hollywood Bowl, after their school's campus was heavily damaged by the fire, on June 4, 2025, in Los Angeles. (Carlin Stiehl / Los Angeles Times / Getty)
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Are Liberals to Blame for the New McCarthyism?

Many leftists seem to think so.

by Jonathan Chait




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


The Trump administration is carrying out a brazen crackdown on academic freedom: deporting students for writing op-eds, withholding funds from colleges that defy his control, and justifying it all as a response to anti-Semitism. Who is to blame for this? According to one popular theory on the left, the answer is liberals who have consistently supported free speech and opposed Donald Trump.

The logic of this diagnosis has a certain superficial appeal. Many of President Trump's authoritarian moves have been justified in terms of arguments that originated on the center-left. Liberals condemned the far left for fostering an intolerant atmosphere in academia. They criticized the message and methods of some pro-Palestinian demonstrators. Trump has seized on these complaints as a pretext to extort universities and target student demonstrators for deportation.

According to many left-wing critics, this sequence of events shows that, as David Klion writes in The Nation, "erstwhile free speech champions" have "helped lay the groundwork for Trump's second term." An April article in Liberal Currents directs contempt toward "the infamous Harper's letter," an open letter defending free speech from threats on the left and the right, and blames mainstream Democrats for having "laid the groundwork for where we are now." These are just two examples of a very well-developed genre.

Caitlin Flanagan: America's fire sale: get some free speech while you can

The implication of these arguments is that Trump would not have won, or would now be having a harder time carrying out his neo-McCarthyite campaign of repression, if liberals had only refrained from denouncing left-wing cancel culture and the excesses of the post-October 7 protests. But to the extent that these events are connected, the responsibility runs the other way. It was the left's tactics and rhetoric that helped enable Trump's return to power as well as his abuse of it. The liberal critics of those tactics deserve credit for anticipating the backlash and trying to stop it.

A similar dynamic is playing out now, as liberals warn about the danger of violent infiltrators disrupting immigration protests while some leftists demand unconditional solidarity with the movement. The debate, as ever, is whether the left is discredited by its own excesses or by criticism of those excesses.

The bitter divide between liberals and leftists over Trump's neo-McCarthyism has deep historical roots. The two camps fought over the same set of ideas, making many of the same arguments, in response to the original McCarthyism of the 1950s. The lessons of that period, properly understood, offer helpful guidance for defeating the Trumpian iteration.

What made liberals vulnerable to McCarthyism was the fact that some communists really did insinuate themselves into the government during the New Deal. Communists accounted for a tiny share of the population, but they had a visible presence among intellectuals, artists, and political activists. The American Communist Party enthusiastically cooperated with Moscow. It managed to plant Soviet spies in the State Department, the Manhattan Project, and other important government institutions. The 1950 perjury trial of Alger Hiss, a high-ranking diplomat who spied on Roosevelt's administration for the Soviet Union, was a national spectacle vividly illustrating the Soviet spy network's reach. (Many American leftists maintained Hiss's innocence for decades, until the opening of the Soviet archives conclusively proved his guilt.)

In the face of this espionage threat, most liberals severed all ties with American communists. The AFL-CIO expelled communists from its ranks. "I have never seen any reason to admire men who, under the pretense of liberalism, continued to justify and whitewash the realities of Soviet Communism," the prominent intellectual Arthur Schlesinger Jr. wrote at the time.

The synthesis these liberal anti-communists arrived at was to oppose McCarthyism and communism simultaneously. They would defend the free-speech rights of accused communists (though not their right to hold sensitive government jobs) while denouncing communist ideas.

But they found themselves squeezed in a vise. The right was trying to use communist espionage to discredit the entire New Deal. Many leftists, meanwhile, bitterly castigated their former allies for their betrayal, and adopted a posture of anti-anti-communism--not endorsing communism per se, but instead directing all their criticism at the excesses of anti-communism, so as to avoid a rupture on the left. Still, as difficult as their position might have seemed, liberals managed to beat back McCarthyism and retain public confidence in their ability to handle the Cold War.

Many on the American left never surrendered their resentment of the center-left's anti-communist posture. In their eyes, liberals empowered McCarthy by validating the notion that communists were an enemy in the first place. And now they see the same thing happening again. By denouncing the illiberal left, they argue, the center-left has opened the door to right-wing repression.

Clay Risen: When America persecutes its teachers

To be fair, some free-speech advocates who criticized the left for shutting down debate have revealed themselves to be hypocritical when it comes to anti-Israel speech. An especially ugly episode transpired in late 2023, when the presidents of Harvard, Penn, and MIT refused to crack down broadly on anti-Zionist speech on campus, only for members of Congress in both parties to smear them as anti-Semitic. But the complaints on the left are not limited to liberals who betray their commitment to free-speech norms. Their critique is aimed at liberals who uphold those values. And that is because they oppose liberal values themselves.

When the Harvard psychologist and Harper's-letter signatory Steven Pinker wrote a long New York Times essay assailing the Trump administration's campaign against academic freedom, online leftists castigated him for having supposedly cleared the way for Trump by critiquing groupthink in the academy. "Lot of good push back here from Pinker but at the same time his critiques of higher ed helped open the door for the attacks on the university he now dreads, and especially those directed at where he works," wrote Daniel Steinmetz-Jenkins, a social-studies professor at Wesleyan. Pinker has never endorsed Trump or Trumpism. But the mere fact of his having opposed left-wing illiberalism supposedly makes him complicit in the right-wing version.

Likewise, many leftists consider it self-evident that criticizing campus protesters' use of violent pro-Hamas messages, such as "Globalize the Intifada," was akin to fascism. Liberals of course had good reason to worry about violent, apocalyptic rhetoric, and the ideas inspiring it, which more recently has contributed to a spate of terror attacks on domestic Jewish targets. But to some leftist critics, raising those concerns was functionally a vote for Trump.

"Even those [Democrats] issuing mild statements of concern can't help but front-load their polite chiding of the White House with pointless, preening condemnations of the target of Trump's arrests and harassment regime," Adam Johnson and Sarah Lazare write in the left-wing In These Times. Jeet Heer, writing in The Nation, likewise argues, "Biden's slander of pro-Palestinian activists helped splinter the Democratic coalition during the 2024 election" and, yes, "laid the groundwork for the current crackdown on dissent."

The left is not alone in seeking to erase the liberal middle ground between the political extremes. The dynamic is identical to that of the 1950s, when the right tried to paint all opponents of McCarthyism as communists (just as the left wished to paint all anti-communists as McCarthyists). Trump's allies are attacking pro-free-speech liberals for having supposedly enabled radicalism. When Harvard faculty signed a letter denouncing Trump's threats against academic freedom, conservatives sneered that professors had only themselves to blame. "Many of these signatories have been entirely silent for years as departments purged their ranks of conservatives to create one of the most perfectly sealed-off echo chambers in all of higher education," wrote the pro-Trump law professor Jonathan Turley.

Both the far right and far left have a good reason to erase the liberal center: If the only alternative to their position is an equally extreme alternative, then their argument doesn't look so out-there. The liberal answer is to resist this pressure from both sides.

A decade ago, illiberal discourse norms around race and gender began to dominate progressive spaces, leaving a pockmarked landscape of cancellations and social-media-driven panics. Even as many skeptics on the left insisted that no such phenomenon was occurring--or that it was merely the harmless antics of college students--those norms quickly spread into progressive politics and the Democratic Party.

The 2020 Democratic presidential campaign took place in an atmosphere in which staffers, progressive organizations, journalists, and even the candidates themselves feared that speaking out against unpopular or impractical ideas would cause them to be labeled racist or sexist. That was the identity-obsessed climate in which Joe Biden first promised to nominate a female vice president, and then committed to specifically choosing a Black one. This set of overlapping criteria narrowed the field of candidates who had the traditional qualification of holding statewide office to a single choice whose own campaign had collapsed under the weight of a string of promises to left-wing groups who were out of touch with the constituencies they claimed to represent, as well as her limited political instincts. Kamala Harris herself was cornered into endorsing taxpayer-financed gender-reassignment surgery for prisoners and detained migrants, a promise that Trump blared on endless loop in 2024. Her own ad firm found that Trump's ad moved 2.7 percent of voters who watched it toward Trump, more than enough to swing the outcome by itself.

Trump's election had many causes. One of them was very clearly a backlash against social-justice fads, and the Democratic ecosystem's failure, under fear of cancellation, to resist those fads. If either party to this internal debate should be apologizing, it's not the liberals who presciently warned that the left risked going off the rails and enabling Trump to win.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: What the left keeps getting wrong

The political gravity of the campus debate after October 7 tilts in the same direction. Some progressives decided that the plight of Palestinians was so urgent and singular as to blot out every other political cause. The effect was to elevate the salience of an issue that split the Democratic coalition: Both the most pro-Israel constituents and the most anti-Israel constituents in the Democratic coalition moved heavily toward Trump's camp. Many pro-Palestine activists openly argued that the stakes were high enough to justify risking Trump's election. That is precisely the direction in which their actions pushed.

Trump's election, and his subsequent campaign to crush demonstrations, is precisely the scenario that liberal critics warned would occur. That this outcome is being used to discredit those same liberals is perverse, yet oddly familiar.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/06/liberals-left-trump-mccarthyism/683132/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Last Call at the Disaster Department

Trump has signaled an end date for FEMA.

by Zoe Schlanger




FEMA now has an end date. President Donald Trump said yesterday that he intends to phase out the Federal Emergency Management Administration after this hurricane season, canceling it like an HBO series. States should lead their own disaster response, he said, suggesting he does not understand that states already do lead disaster response; they just can't do it without an infusion of FEMA dollars and expertise when the disaster is too big. "The governor should be able to handle it," Trump said. The buck has been passed.



The Atlantic hurricane season lasts from now until November. The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration is predicting an above-normal number of named storms this year. The weather doesn't stop after that, of course. Fire season overlaps with hurricane season, another time of intense FEMA activity, and in recent years, fires have broken the bounds of any usual seasons; the devastating Los Angeles fires were in January. Even if this year's disasters do quiet after November, hurricane season starts again next June. The administration will convene a council to eliminate FEMA "as it exists today," Kristi Noem, the secretary of Homeland Security, said yesterday--but those few short months in between seasons are hardly enough time to dismantle the federal apparatus of disaster response and transfer full responsibility to the states without casualties. Literal casualties, potentially. (FEMA did not respond to a request for comment.)



But, fine, we get FEMA for this hurricane season. Already, it will be a test of what happens when FEMA is hobbled and anemic. Under the Trump administration, the agency has lost roughly a quarter of its core staff. One acting chief of FEMA was pushed out after saying that the agency should not be abolished; his replacement told staffers he wasn't aware that the United States had a hurricane season. (The administration later said this was a joke.) Should any single storm--or, worse, multiple storms--turn into a major disaster this year, the responsibility that state governments might be expected to shoulder in a FEMA-less America could come as a shock to them, and to their constituents.



Many close watchers of FEMA do think the agency needs a dramatic shake-up and that states should be responsible for more of the financial burden of catastrophe. FEMA was originally intended to handle a relatively small number of catastrophic disasters a year, but now deals with many dozens annually, both because the rate of disasters is increasing and because the agency is being drafted into handling more of them. The ballooning costs of response and recovery regularly exceed FEMA's main disaster budget, requiring emergency and ad hoc funding to bridge the gap.



Meanwhile, states have come to rely on federal funds to bail them out and, in the quiet moments between storms and fires, are free to make imprudent development decisions: Might as well let developers build those waterfront homes if FEMA will pick up the tab when they flood. "Our system creates some really perverse incentives that need to be addressed," Andrew Rumbach, a senior fellow at the nonprofit Urban Institute, told me. More risk should be transferred to the states, he and others said.



But that would take time to do safely, and require a major infusion of cash to the states to bolster any FEMA-replacing infrastructure, according to the experts I spoke with. Ending FEMA, as Trump says he will, could easily result in a highly uneven landscape of disaster safety.
 
 The logic for FEMA was all about efficiency: For many states, disasters are rare, and having 50 sets of personnel and resources on standby for those rare events is far more costly than having a centralized stockpile that can be deployed around the country as needed. Good disaster response also requires time spent in disaster mode. States with infrequent disasters naturally lack that. FEMA's strength is that it deals with crises all the time.



That experience is part of what the agency is now losing. Many senior personnel, including those who coordinate responses during emergencies, have left since January, according to The New York Times. Those decades of experience aren't easy to replace, Jeffrey Schlegelmilch, an associate professor at Columbia University who has worked in disaster planning, told me. "Emergency management isn't something where you take a few courses and all of a sudden you can run a complex emergency." And in states that don't regularly handle floods or hurricanes, staff, "won't have the muscle memory" of how to respond when a storm suddenly intensifies, North Carolina Governor Josh Stein said in a press conference last week. He said his state experienced this firsthand when Hurricane Helene hit western North Carolina last year: That part of the state had "a lot of new people in emergency-management positions," he said. "We need the expertise that exists in FEMA."



Wealthier states, such as California, and states that, like Florida, have extensive experience in response coordination may not be as hurt by changes at the federal level. Florida Governor Ron DeSantis has said his state doesn't need FEMA; just give Florida a chunk of money instead. (Trump's intention to end FEMA does not yet clearly include major transfers of funds to states to run their own response and recovery programs; he said yesterday that future funds may come directly from the "president's office," rather than FEMA.) Rumbach says he heard that same desire from officials in Kentucky, when he taught an emergency-management training workshop there. "Their main argument was 'We don't need FEMA. Just give us the money; we know what to do with it.'"



Poorer states and states that scarcely see disasters will inevitably be most vulnerable to FEMA's total absence. Arizona, for example, has received among the fewest FEMA funds in recent years, in part because it isn't in the path of hurricanes and recent wildfires have not burned as ferociously there as in other western states. But that means the state is ill-prepared for a low-probability but high-devastation event, as The Arizona Republic recently noted. If and when Arizona's luck runs out, it may not have the infrastructure or the funds to manage the crisis alone.



"You're going to see a lot of states not prepared. And a lot of people in harm's way may not be fully capable of recovering if there is an event," Carlos Martin, a vice president at Resources for the Future, an environmental think tank, told me. Plus, an every-state-for-themselves approach comes with the obvious challenges of a free market: At present, FEMA stockpiles essential goods to distribute after emergencies. If that stockpile isn't maintained, wealthier states could handily outcompete poorer states for supplies during multistate emergencies, according to the Atlantic Council, which found that red states are likely to be on the losing side most.



This all means that more citizens may fall through the disaster-assistance cracks. FEMA has said, for instance, that it will stop its door-to-door outreach this season and rely instead on "more targeted venues"; when a federal disaster is declared, FEMA often goes around the area and knocks on every person's door to let them know what programs they could apply to for assistance. Now, Rumbach worries, people living in the most rural places, as well as people who may not be mobile--the elderly and those with certain disabilities--may never know about those programs. "A lot of the stories about how badly things went are going to come out later," he said.



Even in a state with personnel on the ground to capture the full scope of need, a lot of disaster response after that step is paperwork, Schlegelmilch said. Right now, an entire private-sector ecosystem of organizations helps states apply for FEMA funds, and helps FEMA direct its resources. Even if states are on their own, they will still need a system to do something similar. Remaking grant-application processes and managing the bureaucracy of distributing funds will be yet another growing pain of the transition. "That's going to shock all of the states," Schlegelmilch said.



If Trump were to decide that reforming FEMA were a more prudent choice than scrapping it, ideas abound. As FEMA's administrator during Barack Obama's presidency, Craig Fugate promoted the idea of a "disaster deductible" for states modeled off insurance deductibles; state officials might then be held more accountable for preparing for disasters (which right now tends to mean little to voters) rather than rewarded politically for acquiring disaster funding after the fact. The previous Trump administration created a fund (which Joe Biden expanded) meant to help states prevent the worst impact of disasters before they happen. That program moved billions in funds under local control, with the aim of fixing long-standing infrastructure problems that would have made future disasters more dangerous and expensive. But Trump already canceled it this term. "It's hard to see how they're not increasing risk," Rumbach said. "We're going to pay for it one way or another."



For all these reasons, Rumbach is betting that "reality will set in," and that the federal government will not radically shrink its share of disaster spending so quickly. But the loss of key personnel and the looming dissolution mean that major damage to national readiness has already been done. And the hasty budget changes mean some people will get hurt. The country's emergency-management system "doesn't have to be completely broken to have really bad impacts," he said. If the national ability to respond to disasters falters at all, then "recovery is slower, more chaotic, less efficient," Rumbach said. "When that happens, people are suffering for longer, they're more traumatized, communities don't recover as quickly."



The United States has already seen what happens when a major weather catastrophe arrives shortly after a president hastily rearranges FEMA. After the newly formed Department of Homeland Security took over the agency in 2003, George W. Bush's administration eliminated emergency managers and resources, particularly in regional offices. When Hurricane Katrina hit in 2005, the depleted agency badly botched the response. "We've read this story before," Schlegelmilch said. There's little reason to think it'll end differently this time around.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2025/06/fema-states-disasters/683103/?utm_source=feed
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Democrats' Male-Voter Problem

Plus: What Donald Trump is planning, and why Democrats aren't ready for it

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 President Donald Trump's behind-the-scenes strategy to subvert the 2026 midterm elections, by creating chaos to justify his use of extreme executive power. David also discusses how Trump's feud with Elon Musk reveals a deeper truth about power in the postdemocracy Republican Party.

Then David is joined by Arizona Senator Ruben Gallego to discuss how Democrats can win the votes of young men, the importance of free trade and patriotism in today's Democratic Party, and how Gallego has been so successful with Latino voters at a time when Latino men are trending so strongly Republican.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to another episode of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week is Senator Ruben Gallego from Arizona, one of the rising stars of the Democratic Party.

I recorded my interview with Senator Gallego on June 5, and at that time, I also recorded a monologue talking about the White House farce, tragedy, conflict between Elon Musk and Donald Trump--Elon Musk being the richest man in the world, the biggest contributor to the Trump campaign, the de facto chief of staff and vice president to Donald Trump; and Donald Trump, the president of the United States.

But one of the lessons of the Trump years is: It never pays to do things early. You always want to leave things to the last minute because however outrageous the big story on Thursday is, there may be something that happens on the weekend that is even bigger. And so it is. So we're topping that topper with another topper.

Over the weekend, there was an outbreak of unruly protest, disorderly protest, and even violent protest in Los Angeles against immigration raids by the Trump administration. I'm at some distance; I wasn't an eyewitness. I'm relying on news reports, and there's some uncertainty about exactly what happened, but it looks like rocks were thrown at ICE vehicles. Protesters tried to impede ICE officers doing their duty. Fireworks were shot off. A car seems to have been set on fire.

Now, all of this is illegal, disorderly, and must, of course, be met by the force of law. Fortunately, there are nearly 9,000 officers of the Los Angeles Police Department, uniformed officers with the right to arrest. And the state of California--in cities and counties and at the state level--deploys, altogether, more than 75,000 uniformed officers with arrest powers. So given the state of the situation, there looked to be nothing that the state of California couldn't cope with on its own.

Mercifully, at the time I record today, there were no reports of any injury to any law-enforcement personnel, which, if correct, gives you some idea of the disorderly and upsetting, but genuinely limited, nature of the lawbreaking on hand.

Nevertheless, President Trump announced an intent to federalize California's National Guard and send 2,000 military personnel into the state, and Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth chimed in with an offer of sending actual Marines from bases in California. Now, this is being reported as, in some ways, an immigration story, but it's really much, much more than that. By the way, as it happened, it looks like the National Guard was never sent (or certainly wasn't sent in time), and the Marines also weren't sent.

I think a way to think about what happened in California this weekend is as a trial run, a test, a practice for things that Donald Trump has in mind in 2026. Observers of the Trump administration have noted a strange paradox. On the one hand, Donald Trump is doing one after another outrageous act of seeming violation of rules, seeming illegality, selling billions of dollars of coins to persons unknown, accepting foreign jets--things that, if he loses the protection of control of the House of Representatives and the Senate in 2026, portend a world of trouble and even legal jeopardy for him in the second two years of his administration.

And yet, facing that danger, Donald Trump has blithely done one thing after another that seems guaranteed to lose him at least the House, and maybe both House and Senate, in 2026: the tariffs, this tax bill that offers very little to ordinary people, the economy slowly being ground into recession under the burden of all of his restrictive actions. I mean, to do tariffs and an immigration crackdown at the same time is really asking for an economic slowdown.

So how do you make sense of this? Does Donald Trump not know that the elections are coming? Does he not sense the danger that he's in, of what will happen to him, of what could happen to him should his party lose its ability to protect him in House and Senate? Well, I think the answer is: Donald Trump does know, and he does have a scheme to protect himself, but it's not doing popular things to keep his majorities in Congress. It's looking for ways to subvert the 2026 elections to prevent them from happening, or at least to control them so they don't threaten him at all.

Now, we have had some inklings of Donald Trump's thinking along these lines. We saw them in 2020, when people close to Donald Trump--like his former national security adviser Michael Flynn--advised him to use the military to suppress the 2020 vote. But Flynn's advice in 2020 came too late. The election had already happened. Flynn was looking to overturn an election in the past, not to prevent an election in the future. And that's a big thing to do, especially when court after court after court has ruled that the president and his supporters' claims against the 2020 election were utterly meritless.

Also, Donald Trump in 2020 had a military around him that was not likely to obey illegal orders. Under Secretary of Defense [Mark] Esper and under chairman of the Joint Chiefs Mark Milley, the Defense Department had said, Look--we will follow any lawful order of the president. But when the president suggests shooting protesters--as he did during the George Floyd riots--we're going say, "Mr. President, are you quite sure? I'm not gonna take a hint here. I need an order, and I need it maybe in writing, so that when I am court-martialed, I can show, 'The president told me to shoot those people.'" And Donald Trump always backed down because he couldn't rely on Esper and Milley to take the hint about what he wanted done.

But here's how his mind worked. We saw this in 2018. In October 2018, as Donald Trump was heading toward midterm elections that would cost him his majority in the House of Representatives, he began to get very upset about an immigration caravan that was supposedly--a so-called caravan that was--heading toward the border. And he began talking in October 2018 about needing a state of emergency to do something about this, to freeze the border, to militarize the southern states.

Now, that didn't go very far. In the first term, Trump's talk was often much more radical than Trump's actions. But you could see the way his mind was going. The president has very broad and quite messy emergency powers. He can do a lot of different things by invoking a state of emergency. He thought about it in 2018. He thought about it in 2020. He wasn't able to do it either time.

But in 2026, he's going to have a very different kind of administration around him. He's got a former talk-show host as a secretary of defense, one with a long list of allegations of heavy drinking and allegations of sexual abuse against him, who's completely beholden to Donald Trump. There are similarly beholden people running the Department of Homeland Security and the FBI. There's a striking lack of independent voices of people with substantial reputations and long-proven integrity--and, for that matter, proven loyalty to the law of the United States. He's got the administration of his dreams, and he's got the problem of a lifetime: the risk of losing the House of Representatives. So what's the plan? The state of emergency. And that was tested in California.

Now, how would this work? Theoretically, of course. We don't know any of this. I'm just telling you how a criminally minded person might advise the president. The president doesn't have a button he can press to stop elections. Elections are administered by the states. But what the president can do is put pressure on certain states, or delay or stop elections in certain states in order to convene the House of Representatives, which will be full of newly elected people from his states and vacancies from the other states.

There's some precedent for this. In 2018, the island of Saipan, which is a U.S. territory, was hit by a devastating typhoon, and the governor of the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands issued a series of emergency declarations--he's acting under federal executive power; it's not a state--including ordering postponing elections that were to be held in the territory for two weeks, including an election to the U.S. House of Representatives, where the Northern Marianas have a nonvoting delegate.

No one questioned this. It's a genuine typhoon, and things really were terribly, terribly disrupted. And two weeks is not so long to wait for the right to vote in the face of a genuine emergency. But that was a proof of the power to delay an election that could be wielded by a functionary of the executive branch.

Back during Reconstruction, the Grant administration often sent federal troops into areas where there was Ku Klux Klan activity to postpone elections, reorganize elections, redo elections. Again, that was Reconstruction; they were facing terroristic violence that was threatening the rights of, in South Carolina, half the population of the state. But there are precedents here.

Now, imagine this in 2026. President Trump provokes some kind of outbreak in California or in some other blue state. He declares a state of emergency. He sends the National Guard. And he says elections have to be postponed until order is restored. That may be weeks; it may be months. In the meantime, there are no representatives from California in the U.S. House of Representatives. With missing blue-state representatives, the red-state people will continue their majority, even though they would likely lose it in a free and fair election in 2026. I'm not saying this is something that will happen, but it's something that could happen, and I think it was something we just saw tested.

So I think as President Trump's mind wanders into places where no president's mind has ever wandered before, it's going to fall upon all of us to let our minds follow afterwards--to listen to the hints, to listen to things that sound crazy, to listen to people who sound crazy, because they may be the prophets of what's to come.

And now some thoughts on the Elon Musk-Donald Trump dispute, and then my interview with Senator Ruben Gallego.

[Music]

Frum: Everyone's talking about this. It's hard to think of anything additional to say beyond what's been said. But there's a point that I'd like to flag that I think has not gone discussed enough, which is: It's kind of insulting and kind of dangerous that American citizens have to care about this kind of personal dispute at the highest levels of government.

The question of whose side you're on in this kind of personality spat is not something you expect to see in a rule-of-law government. In an authoritarian regime, for sure. Presidents and secret-police chiefs fall out, and one will assassinate the other, send the other to prison. There will be coups and countercoups. But in a democratic rule-of-law system of government, personality is supposed to count not for nothing, but for a lot less. These are all functionaries. These are all servants of the people, highly replaceable. And when they dispute, historically, we expect their disputes to reflect something other than their mere selfish-ego needs.

For example, at the beginning of the Biden administration, there was a big dispute between former Secretary of the Treasury Larry Summers, one of the most important outside advisers of the Biden administration, and many of the economic insiders in the Biden administration. Summers warned that the spending plans of the Biden administration were probably too big for the needs of the economy and were likely to generate inflation. As it happened, he was right, but that's not the point.

Others in the Biden administration said, No, we made a mistake in the Obama administration, not spending enough before we were out of the woods. And anyway, this is an opportunity to get done a lot of things that we and the Democratic Party think are important. So we want to proceed with these spending plans, even at the risk of inflation.

And there was a big dispute about that. As I said, Summers was right, but that was hard to know in advance. The other people were certainly motivated by sincere concerns for their vision of the public good. And sometimes it got a little testy, and some personality issues did flare up, and people made ad hominem arguments, as they will. But what everyone understood was: This is not an argument about Summers trying to dominate the insiders, and the insiders trying to dominate Summers.

They were talking about something important to the public well-being: How big should the Biden post-COVID recovery plans be? How much money should be spent? How much debt should be incurred? This was something that honest and intelligent people could have meaningful, impersonal disagreements about, even if, as I said, ego gets attached, tempers flare, and the unfortunate things are said. That's the way it's supposed to be.

And you can find examples of this in many other administrations. Hawks during the Cold War days--there were always disputes between the hawks and the doves, between those who wanted to have a more forward policy toward the Soviet Union and those who wanted to try harder on detente, those who were more optimistic about China and those who were less optimistic. And always the question of: Where does the government spend its money? How? On what?

All of these things cause tensions and disputes. And you'll find them in back issues of old periodicals about the events of the day. But the theory was, and the practice usually was, that the issues drove the personalities, not the personalities drove the issues. It was not a question of personalities in dispute looking for reasons, looking for weapons to use against each other in the form of issues. It was a dispute about real issues: Should the government spend more after COVID? Should it spend less? How real is the risk of inflation in 2021, versus how real is the risk of persistent long-term unemployment? That's the way it's supposed to be.

What's going on between Trump and Elon Musk is like something out of (you'd read it in the pages of) Tacitus in the Roman empire, something out of postcolonial states, something you'd see in the Soviet Union when the secret police would dispute with the army. This is about egos and imperatives, about two people who see themselves as independent of anybody else and as principals, not as servants of the public. It's a question of personalist government.

I mean, think how weird and anomalous and really sinister the position of Elon Musk was. Elon Musk was the head of a government department. Now, formally, other people were named as the head of this DOGE--whatever, the Department of Government Efficiency--but Musk was given status as a special government employee. Everyone could see he was in charge. He hired other outside people and brought them in.

All of this at the same time as he was one of the government's largest contractors, and at the same time as he was an independent businessman who had not divested any of his companies. Normally, if you're a business leader and you go into government, you have to sever yourself from your business interests to avoid conflict-of-interest rules, which are not just opinions in the government but are actually backed by the force of law, or used to be--that if someone in government employ uses his power or her power to do something that advantages his business interests or hers, or to disadvantage a competitor or hers, that's against the law. And there are a variety of statutes that can catch you up.

Musk every day was ignoring all of those practices and rules and legislation, some of them backed by the force of criminal sanction. And the people who he brought into government, again, they often had outside interests or had past concerns that would've subjected them to conflict-of-interest rules. All of that, ignored. They imposed big cuts in important areas of government--not just the tragedy of cutting the HIV program in Africa, PEPFAR, that saved tens of millions of lives since it was initiated by President George W. Bush, but Securities and Exchange Commission, Internal Revenue Service. Agencies that directly bore on the active business interests of Donald Trump and Elon Musk, these were shut down by Elon Musk.

And maybe all those IRS employees who were in charge of auditing high-income individuals, maybe those SEC people who were dealing with allegations of SEC issues involving Musk, maybe they were all irrelevant and unnecessary and redundant and overstaffed. Or maybe they were just in the way, and somebody used personal power to get rid of them--personal power that was converted into state power to get rid of them.

Now, Musk is not activated just by self-interest. He does have these weird ideological ticks that seem to be getting weirder. And those have been part of what has driven the United States government too. The United States is turning away refugees from everywhere, including people who serve the United States and Afghanistan, and it's rolling out a red carpet for white Afrikaner farmers.

I don't know--maybe they've got a claim. I'm not hostile to the white Afrikaner farmers. But it is strange that there's a locked door for everybody else and a red carpet for the people with whom Elon Musk identifies, as his family originally comes from South Africa. Again, this is a question of using state power for personal ends.

Look--the statement that is supposed to define the United States government is that it's a government of laws, not men. The rules and regulations, the government is always supposed to be more powerful, more enduring, more important than the people who work in it. And the people there are there to serve. But that idea really does seem to be jettisoned--not just abandoned, but actively jettisoned, repudiated--in the Trump years. And this dispute exemplifies it.

Musk's particular criticisms of Trump's so-called big--what do you [call it]? Big, bouncing baby boy--whatever he calls that bill. Musk's may well be valid. The bill is irresponsible; it does add a lot of money to the debts and deficits in the out years. There's a kind of card trick going on here, where, in 2017, when Trump passed his first tax cut or the tax cut of the first administration, the only reason it met the deficit-and-debt rules that it had to be passed under was by saying it would expire in 2025.

Now that it is expiring in 2025, the Trump people say, Well, it doesn't really cost anything, because we're largely extending tax cuts that were passed in 2017. Yeah. But in 2017, you said they would expire, and that's why they had one price. If they don't expire, they have a different price, and you're engaged in a kind of hustle.

And so Musk's criticisms of this, they may well be true. But he's not criticizing because he's motivated by a disinterested concern for the public finances. Remember how his interests were exempted from all the budget cuts that were imposed on other people. He's mad at Trump for his own reasons, and so he's using a weapon at hand.

In his case, at least one of the things he's reaching for is true. The others--accusing Trump of being in the Epstein files--those may be more far-fetched. But he's reaching for everything he can get--but not because he cares about these issues, but because he's asserting his own ego to punish someone he's mad at. And Trump is doing the same. Trump is threatening to withdraw government business from Elon Musk's companies.

And, again, look--there's a strong case that Starlink and SpaceX should not be in private hands, the United States government should take them over. These are essential to national security. And if it's true that Elon Musk turned off Starlink to disadvantage the Ukrainians, he was using his corporate power for personal, ideological, or other interests at the expense of the public welfare. So that has to be dealt with.

But Donald Trump, again, is not motivated by impersonal concern for the public welfare. He's punishing an opponent. And so suddenly, conflict-of-interest rules that didn't interest him 15 minutes ago are suddenly the order of the day. We are having a breakdown of the rule-of-law system in the United States. I've often worried that you could have a Trump administration, or you could have the rule of law in the United States, but not both. You could have Elon Musk in government, or you could have government be pure of conflicts of interest, but not both. The law is the victim of both these men. And both of them need to be run out of town as fast as possible, after which, let the law take its course.

And now my conversation with Senator Ruben Gallego. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: The story of Senator Ruben Gallego is both an amazing story of personal achievement and also a classic American narrative of what this country can deliver. A son of immigrants in this country from Latin America, Ruben Gallego grew up in Chicago in a single-parent home. He joined the Marine Corps while still an undergraduate at Harvard. He served in combat in Iraq in a unit fiercely engaged with the insurgency. He settled in Arizona after his military service, was elected to the state assembly as a Democrat, then defied the red wave of 2014 to win election to the U.S. House of Representatives in that difficult year.

Here's where the high political drama begins. In 2018, Arizona Democrats elected Kyrsten Sinema to the U.S. Senate. In office, Sinema became alienated from her party and ultimately declared herself an independent. Congressman Gallego emerged as the leading challenger to Sinema's reelection. She decided not to run again, rather than face him. He then faced the ultra-Trumpy election denier Kari Lake in the general election of 2024, and beat her too. Along the way, Gallego's own image as a fighting progressive has shifted toward the political center. He's now regarded by many Democrats as one of their brightest future stars, and it's a pleasure and honor to welcome him to The David Frum Show.

Senator, thank you for joining us today.

Ruben Gallego: Gracias, David.

Frum: I'm speaking to you from about as deep inside the beltway as you can get--like, almost the buckle of the beltway. And some of our viewers may share that same condition with me. So just to enlighten all of us, when you said your constituents want a "big-ass truck," how big-ass is the truck they want?

Gallego: (Laughs.) Well, big enough for them to feel like they've succeeded in life. And I think that's, basically, what I'm trying to say. And when I joked about it, it really is somewhat true. Like, if you grow up, like I did, in a working-class Latino family, your measure of success was what people would consider artificial, but is actually real. It's the real, tangible things: Buying a home, being able to get a nice truck that is responsive to the fact that you worked hard for this, and you took a lot of pride in that truck. You wash that truck on the driveway every weekend, with your kids.

And when we can't deliver that as a party--me and Democrats as a party--if these men feel that we're not able to get them that future that can allow them to buy that "big-ass truck," or take that vacation, or feel a little more comfortable, or buy that house, or start that business, then we're going to lose their votes.

Frum: Well, let me ask you about that lesson. So I was going through the leadership of both parties, House and Senate, and I'm struck that leader after leader comes from about as safe a state as you can get: South Dakota; Wyoming; or New York, New York. And that's true, by the way, with the executive branch too. Donald Trump used to be a New Yorker, but he became a Floridian to run again in 2024. J. D. Vance comes from what used to be a swing state, Ohio--not a swing state anymore.

You're one of the very few people who's in the national conversation who comes from a highly competitive state, possibly even the most competitive state. So as someone who's won elections in a competitive state, what lessons do you think you have for the people who are looking at politics from the safety of the sidelines?

Gallego: Well, I think one of the things that you could give the credit to, really, me and Mark Kelly, for example, my senior senator, is that we don't have the luxury of being in anything safe.

And one of the benefits about Arizona, too, is that there is no real bubble in Arizona. I guess you could be in a political bubble if you want, but, you know, Democrats and Republicans live next to each other. They're still friends. They still hang out. They still work together. This is why you saw so many Gallego-Trump voters, right? Because these are the people that can make these nuanced separations of who they want, who they think best represents them.

And it also means that you can't avoid what is going on or what people's fears are. You know, one of the things that I think was very instructive for us--at least, like, just generally for my campaign--is that one of the things that that helped us is that we were very realistic about what was happening out there, what people were feeling. And while everyone was trying to say that the economy was getting better--because I think I'm in a competitive state, and, generally, I don't really live in an uppity area; I live in a working-class area in South Phoenix; I really get to touch real grass all the time--and I heard it from people at the grocery store, at the gas stations that they were just having a tough time making ends meet. And this isn't 2022 when I'm hearing this. I'm hearing this in early 2024. I'm hearing the sense of desperation that they're just working so hard, and they're just not getting anywhere.

Or these young men and women that are looking at the world that they don't understand anymore, because, you know, for Arizona, four years ago, if you had a family making middle-class, middle-income salary, you could afford a house. Now the average house in Arizona is about $530,000. And good luck, you know, finding that house; it's probably far out in the middle of nowhere and, on average, a 7.5 percent mortgage.

And so we talked to the voter about what they wanted to hear and talk about and what they were worried about. When everyone was trying to deny that there was a problem at the border, every Democrat was trying to deny the problem at the border, we knew that that was just not the case. And people were still talking about the border. They were worried about it, and they were mad at Democrats for allowing this chaos to happen.

Instead of running away from it, we ran right to the fight and brought the arguments about why we were better than our opponent on these issues. And I think that ended up being one of the saving graces, why we're able to outperform really all Senate Democrats in the country, considering, especially, that Arizona does have about 300,000 more registered Republicans than Democrats.

We have no choice as candidates--me, Mark Kelly, other statewide candidates--to make sure that we are actually figuring out a way to win in a bipartisan manner, by keeping our values also as Democrats but also delivering to Arizona. We have no choice. We have to do it.

Frum: One of the things I noticed about Democrats from sort of the safer areas is: They attach a lot of importance to words, and often more importance to words rather than to things. And I'm struck here--

Gallego: Or deeds, yeah.

Frum: There's been a project to evaluate why Democrats are doing poorly with men. And when you read the discussion about it, it's all about changing the way we speak, changing the way we frame things. The idea that there might actually be something of substance that is the problem, that's not something that seems to be very acceptable. Now, you don't have that luxury.

Gallego: I don't have the luxury. But also, it's like you don't--the Democrats are all about data until they don't like the data. The data for men is: They're just not doing well. This is not just Black men, Latino men. This is all men, right? We have the lowest amount of college attainment. Salaries are going down. Life expectancies are going down. There's just this general discontent within the male population. If you just look at the data, you would say, Hey--this population of the United States is not doing well. We should figure out what to do about it. Let's have conversations. Let's have town halls. Let's have real studies about this.

And what you see, and what I've seen in the past, is there's this--I try not to exaggerate how sometimes the Democrats can be anti-male, but there is a certain amount of that that does happen. When you start talking about it, people are saying, like, Oh, you're concentrating on males and forgetting X, Y, Z population, which I don't think is the case. I think we care about Americans. We should care about all Americans. And if men aren't doing well, us as a party who are supposed to care for the people that are not doing well, we should do something about it.

And we could do, at the same time, making sure we're protecting women's rights, making sure that women are also at the forefront of everything, that we're protecting the LBGTQ community, all these kinds of things, right? But the fact is, for some reason, Democrats have gotten sheepish about this. You know, there's people that are involved in different types of think tanks about the status of men and boys, and they're largely frozen out of the conversations around Democratic policy making, because what we want is: We want the male vote, but we want it cheaply. We want the male vote to come to us without us getting some other interest groups pissed off. And we also want the male vote to come with us, and we want it to be within our safe little tent of ideas and ideology, and we want them to be perfectly fine to fit with all of our other friends.

Which, guess what? That's just not how we're going to win. We're going to have to accept that some of these male voters are not going to be aligned with certain sectors of our tent if we want to win. If we don't want to win, then fine. Accept that we're going to be a small tent, and hopefully we win once in a while. But in reality: The Democrats want the male vote without actually having to work the male vote. And they think they can just throw a bunch of dudes on podcasts and, you know, bro it up, and that's somehow going to solve the problem. It's not going to solve the problem.

Frum: One thing that has been attended in the Trump years--and you can say this is actually a good thing about America, and maybe even one of Donald Trump's few positive legacies--is the American melting pot does continue to bubble along. You can see it as early as the 2010s, but you can really see it happening in the 2020s, that we are seeing a big decrease in race and ethnic polarization in the United States.

But we're paying for it by having this big increase in sex polarization. So men are men. Women are women. Wherever they come from, whatever the color of their skin, the women are voting more like each other; the men are voting more like each other. So the melting pot is bubbling, but the wall of separation between the sexes seems to be getting higher and higher.

Gallego: Yeah, a hundred percent. And look--some of it is COVID-induced. Some of it is: They're listening to different things. One of the things we knew instinctively, because growing up Latino and working class: Latino men do not intently watch Univision, Telemundo. They don't intently follow politics. They largely are disconnected from the normal avenues of--well, I would say that normal people kind of consume news and political news.

And one of the things that I emphasized on my campaign early on is a nontraditional way to reach these men, because you've got to understand the way these guys are. I mean, when I was in construction, I would wake up at 6 a.m., go to the site. Hopefully, it'd be done by 3 p.m. but probably not. So maybe you're back at home by 5 p.m. You're dirty as hell. You're smelly as hell. You're jumping in the shower, and then maybe, you know, you're in time--you've made it home in time for dinner, right? You're sitting down to dinner, and then you have probably a couple hours before you zonk out to start the next day.

Do you want to spend that time watching the news? Do you want to spend that time talking politics? No. You want to spend time with your family or with your friends, because your day sucked, and it's going to suck again tomorrow. And so you do this rinse and repeat, rinse and repeat.

So where are they getting all their information from? Well, a couple places. Number one, they're getting it from their other coworkers at worksites--which by the way, people forget when it comes to Latino men, the people they're most likely to work with besides other Latino men are white working-class men, right? And white working-class men are very much politically involved and have a lot of political information that they're getting. And they're sharing it with their Latino coworkers, right?

And number two, they're living off their phones through different social media, whether it's Instagram, Snapchat, or all this kind of stuff, Twitter. So one of the things that we emphasize is trying to figure out how to get a message, a vibe, about who I was to these Latino male voters early on, so that way they understood, like, Ruben Gallego is a Democrat. Ruben Gallego says he's for the working class. But then we also had a very strong cultural attachment. Like, He understands me. He actually worked at factories, worked in construction, understands the dignity of work, the responsibility of a man to his family, to provide for his family, and how important that is to me as a man.

And that kind of stuff, we are afraid to approach to get these men to start considering us as Democrats. And then, because we never talk about it, we never give them the dignity of allowing them to be family leaders and not making them feel bad about being family leaders. And then we're surprised when, year after year, we don't continue to have this conversation with us, they keep on moving away from us. And it's a dumb trade-off, because we continue to do that because we think that somehow we're going to piss off female voters.

And I don't think that's the case. Female voters are worried about their sons or daughters and their husbands. They're worried about the fact that they're becoming less social. They're worried about the fact that they're not actually being productive in life. And they want to have good husbands--heck, they want to have good ex-husbands that are involved with their kids' lives, and they're making good pay and paying their child support, things of that nature.

But for some reason, the Democrats have continued this trade-off, and it's going to continue going until we realize: Making sure [of] people's economic needs will cross all racial barriers and, if you do it rightly, will also cross these gender gaps that we're seeing.

Frum: Well, let me ask you: You're famous for having banned the use of the term Latinx from any communication you do. But let me ask you about a term you've been using: Latino. You're originally from Chicago. If someone practiced politics in Chicago 100 years ago and someone said there's this thing called an Eastern European o--Croat, Serbs, they're the same; Poles, Ukrainians are the same; everybody loves the Ashkenazi Jews--it's just one thing.

Gallego: I think if Chicago, like--if you weren't Irish or Scottish or Polish, you were Bohemian. That's the way they would describe any European that they couldn't describe. Yeah. And then me, growing up, you were Spanish or Mexican, if you were lucky, or Puerto Rican.

Frum: But let me ask you this: Is this concept of Latino helping anybody understand anything at all? And as particularly the Democratic Party, that a lot of Democratic Party politics has been driven over the past quarter century by the idea, Okay, there's this new minority. They all come from the same continent and half a continent--because Mexico, of course, is in North America--and most of them speak Spanish, some speak Portuguese, some speak indigenous languages. But we're going to group them into a thing, and we're just going to assume we own them, and they're going to naturally gravitate to voting for us. They're going to be in opposition to the standard organization of American society, and they're going to want minority set-asides. And that's the way to talk to them. And the very invention of the concept of Latino has been a disabling--part of your family comes from Colombia; part of your family comes from Mexico. Those are very different historical experiences.

Gallego: Oh, hell yeah.

Frum: And with Eastern Europeans, we would understand if your father was Serbian and your mother was Croat, that didn't make you an Eastern European o; that made you a person with two different heritages that you had to balance.

Gallego: I think the mistake that happened, it's like the names don't matter so much. Now go back to why Latinx matters versus Latino: What happened within the progressive left, as well as the Democratic Party, is that you had all these Latinos that kept voting Democratic, right? Yeah, no matter what.

And the difference was two things. Number one: There was discrimination against Latinos. I mean, you saw signs going into the 1970s, you know, no spics, no dogs allowed. In the Southwest, there was housing discrimination, there was educational discrimination. And of course, that drove those voters to the Democratic Party, because we were the only party, really, that was outright for equality. The level of income attainment was extremely low. So the Latino population on average was poorer than the Anglo population. And the Democrats were the party of the middle class, a working class of: Who's going to protect your rights? Who's going to protect your wages? Who's going to give you an opportunity to go to a good school and live the American dream? That was the Democratic Party.

What happened is: the Democratic Party kind of kept on evolving, and the Latino population kept growing bigger and bigger. The Latino population changed--and I don't mean change, as in there was new populations that came in, except for the Cubans; that's another tangent and a weird story there. But we got bigger, and we also got richer within our population. And even though, on average, Latinos are poorer, we have a lot of great success stories in America, right?

If you look at the police forces in a lot of our big cities, you have a lot of Latino police forces. You have a lot of Latino firemen. So there's been this--and this is a good story, by the way. This is a good story. This is what you want to happen to your immigrant communities, right? This is the story of the American dream. We are moving up to middle class; we're moving everything else. And so the Democratic Party just never changed as the Latino population was changing, right?

And if anything, it actually went further away from what they were, right? Focusing more on social issues and not so much on the economic issues that we were known for. And then also, just adopting things that the Latino community would naturally be against, right? Open borders, for example, was something that if you had Latino friends, they would've told you, Well, that's dumb. Like, why? Why would you do that? Kind of the anti-police rhetoric. We live in neighborhoods where we want police to treat us well but also to be present, and this anti-police rhetoric that took off for many years affects them, especially, again, when we have so many people that are in the military--sorry, in the police force.

And this kind of moving away from this idea of patriotism being a core value of the Democratic Party and understanding that America is an exceptional country and we should pride and value that, it goes against the grain of what Latinos know, right? Our kids serve in the military. We actually come here because we think it's an exceptional country. And when Arizona--sorry, when Democrats are sheepish about talking about the country in that way, it does an impact.

Frum: Well, let me ask you about the military. So you were in Iraq. You served with a unit that took a lot of casualties. You saw some hard things. Some of the people in your cohort who returned from Iraq, like the serving vice president, have been radicalized and embittered--or so they say that's why they've been radicalized and embittered. He wasn't radicalized and embittered. I knew him when he immediately came back from Iraq, and he wasn't radicalized and embittered then, but the farther the experience recedes, the more embittered he becomes about it.

Other people who have served in the post-9/11 wars--like your former House colleague Dan Crenshaw, like some of your Senate colleagues, Tammy Duckworth--they retain their faith in America's purposes in the world, that American military power is a necessary thing and a force for good. How do you process your military experience, and how does it affect the way you think about America's role in the world and America's military in the world?

Gallego: Yeah, I mean, for me, it's pretty interesting just because, I mean, the vice president and I were actually in Iraq at the same time. He was serving on a base called Al Asad, and I was a frontline infantry unit that was never on base. And actually, my unit was from Ohio, so the Reserve unit I served with, Lima 3/25. And as you know, we ended up, unfortunately, seeing a lot of combat and lost a lot of men.

And I actually did come back embittered. I came back embittered at the administration for sending me to a bogus war to begin with. And they sent me to a bogus war without the equipment that I needed, that got a lot of my men killed--and the manpower, by the way, because I was covering an area the size of West Virginia with only a company of men, or battalion, I should say. And so I was very embittered at our government about that. But it never made me an isolationist, because I think, looking at the world in a rational way, we can't afford to be isolationist.

I want security for the future of my kids, and I want economic security too. Part of that is going to be that we have to have friends, and we need strong friends. Because we don't have the mass that China has. And I'm not talking about the military mass--because I don't want to go to war with China--but we don't actually have the actual manpower, economic leverage that we have, unless we have other friends, unless we have other allies. And when it comes to any kind of military support, having other friends that are with us.

And I want to prevent wars. I think the best way for us to prevent wars is to have alliances, is to believe in actual treaty obligations, and also to find ways to prevent wars through multilateralism, through investments in bringing down, for example, poverty around the world. I mean, one of the reasons why I had such a hard time fighting over there is because everybody in western Iraq was trying to kill me, and some of these people weren't even trying to kill me because they were idealogues, but because they were poor. Some insurgent was going to give him a hundred bucks just to drop an IED at the side of the road, right?

Like, I saw the actual results of instability in the world. And yes, there was a lot of bad leadership decisions and somewhat criminal decisions that came from the Bush administration. But tearing down the system that has actually brought the longest amount of peace, in general, in the longest time since World War II is just plain dumb. And some of the things that I think actually motivates these people to actually try to destroy these institutions is because: If there's less institutions that are connecting us, if there's more isolationism, it actually empowers the most powerful people within this country, which I don't think we want either.

I see this as the opposite way. It doesn't mean we have to be everywhere. I certainly have not supported engagements or potential engagements all around the world. I supported us, for example, when it came to the JCPOA, because I don't want to go to war with Iran, under President Obama. I've been against some of our potential expeditions and longstanding, overstayed, and out of compliance with some of our rules and regulations in terms of operating overseas, like in Syria and other countries. And I think we should have deep oversight.

But this idea that we're just going to go to zero and close down the borders, I think is just not, when it comes to our alliances, is just not realistic. It's not going to happen, and I think it's going to make more unsafe than anything else, and I think will actually lead us to more of a situation in terms of a confrontation with China than less.

Frum: You're on the border, and the Trump administration, one of its areas of greatest military adventurism has been with increased military activity in Mexico. They're overlying drones. They say the drones are unarmed, but they're drones that are capable of being armed. It looks like they didn't give the Mexican government advanced notice of all the drones that are flying. President Trump, the vice president, many others in the Republican Party have spoken about taking some kind of military action inside the territory of Mexico or on the seas that are just outside Mexico's territorial waters. How do you think about that as someone who represents Arizona?

Gallego: We want, and we do have, a good relationship with the Mexican government in Arizona. Our police forces will talk to their police forces. They have problems. There's no doubt there's corruption. There's no doubt. But what you've seen is when some of the best outcomes have always been when we've actually worked with our friends and treated them like friends and allies, and helped them build their capability to fight back, fight corruption, fight these cartels, fight these terrorists.

You've seen some of the best COIN operations in, for example, Colombia that were effective. And I think we could continue doing that. But if we decide to do these unilateral actions without working with these countries, without giving them some level of respect, we're going to end up having less support from that government, but less support from the people who will continue to hide these horrible, horrible humans that are also terrorizing these communities.

It's also very insulting to a lot of--and this is something that I've seen that we've done, not just to them but to sort of Afghan allies we're not rolling in. It's insulting to them as if they don't have some agency, right? Thousands and thousands of Mexican police officers, government workers die every year fighting these cartels. And the fact that we kind of give this whole broad brush and say they're all corrupt, they're all evil I think is something that's going, again, to not help us make friends where we need friends to fight these organizations.

Frum: Well, you mentioned Colombia. Until a little while ago, it looked like one of the big successes of American policy in the 21st century: Plan Colombia that restored order, the reorientation of the Colombian economy away from drugs to exporting agricultural goods that serve people rather than killed people.

Colombia got hit with a wave of tariffs by the Trump administration. Now he's helped to legitimate the far left that has come back into Colombian politics. Is that a situation that you follow, and what lessons do you see for countering surgency from the Colombian experience?

Gallego: Yeah, I do follow it a lot. Look--you know, when President Petro of Colombia really used this opportunity to kind of create this jingoistic situation where you're able to draw attention to the sins of what the United States is doing, and not necessarily the things that are occurring in Colombia, which economically aren't great. And when you're putting tariffs, you're creating two things: Number one, for your kind of marginal farmer, especially out in rural Colombia, doing, you know--export farming is profitable, but not that much. And it is also fairly marginal, right? It is a lot more profitable for you to farm and harvest cocoa, right? And other, drug, products.

And so you're making an economic incentive for people to move away. You're also messing with our economy, too (the United States economy), because talking to some of these big industries down there who import American flour, corn, soy--they're right now looking for new partners anywhere else besides the United States because they don't want to deal with the drama of Am I under a tariff? versus Am I not under a tariff?

You know, their biggest import from the United States is actually soy, which is ridiculous considering they're essentially next to--they share a border with--Brazil. Now, you know, the Brazilian soy market is hunting around in Colombia, trying to basically say, like, We're your better partner. They're gonna--look: They're gonna try to get flour from somewhere else. You know, the Colombian farmers, because it's a very volcanic earth, really value American tractors and farm equipment because they're solid. You know, they have a great reputation. They're easy to fix. The parts are easy to get. And now they're trying to get new products from Korea, from China, from Europe, because they don't want to deal every year, again, with whether your tractor is going to end up having a 10 percent, 20 percent tariff or counter-tariffs. So this is the instability we're causing.

That what was essentially unnecessary instability, right? Because Colombia has always accepted Colombians that are being returned for deportation. All they were asking is, like, Hey--just don't bring them in a military plane and we're fine. And I think that's some of the least thing we--one of the things we could do to keep relations, to keep the flow going, obviously, people that should be deported. But, you know, we end up, again, shooting ourselves in the foot because the way that this administration does security is they focus on being tough and not smart. They focus on showing, like, We're gonna do these things, but at the end of the day, all they're doing is causing more chaos.

They were talking about criminals, and now they're rounding up kids, rounding up parents, rounding up workers that we need, just so they could prove that they're wrong, when the voter really did not ask for that. They didn't ask for this, they asked for criminals. They asked for a tighter border; they got a tighter border. But now you're deporting families just so you could say you're hitting these arbitrary numbers that Stephen Miller wants.

Frum: A lot of you--you talk about the harm of tariffs very eloquently. A lot of people in your party have been having a difficult time articulating a tariff message because they actually kind of like tariffs.

If President Trump has been the most protectionist president since 1945, President Biden was the second-most. And so you hear a lot of Democrats saying things like, Well, I'm against dumb tariffs. I'm for smart tariffs, implying they're for smart tariffs, implying that there is or could be such a thing as a smart tariff.

And the result is you have a very narrow difference. And to your point just now, I mean, when Democrats say, I want to do the same thing as Donald Trump, but I want to do it smarter, what a lot of people hear is not, Well, you are smarter. [It's] Oh, you're the party of people who think they're so smart, but you don't actually have a principled criticism of what the president does. You're just showing off that you think you're better educated and more intelligent. But you want to do the same thing, only with fancier words, the way you always want to do it.

So are there Democrats who are going to be able to say, You know what? Tariffs are just dumb. Don't do them. We should trade in peace and freedom with the rest of the world?

Gallego: Are there? --I mean, I'm not a miracle worker here, David. But look--what we've seen in terms of the turnaround in our economy, right? If you would've said eight years ago that the United States was gonna be able to manufacture the majority of the chips it needs within 10 years, we would've been like, You're freaking nuts, right? Because all the chip manufacturing was being done overseas. And within that short time period, we were able to stand up and move U.S. manufacturing of advanced chips to a point where we're going to be net exporters in the next couple years.

That wasn't from tariff policy; that was from an actual industrial policy about how we're actually gonna brick this back, right? And we need to figure out how we can bring certain industries back and how we could do it smartly by competing, right? By having the best workers possible, by having the best industry possible, with having the best regulatory frameworks they could add to the tax policies, everything else. Like, that's how you make it.

So you could actually bring these middle-class jobs back. But the other thing that really annoys me is that, like, who do they think works these middle-class jobs? Who do you think works these factories? Right now they're about, last I heard--I'd have to go back and check. But, you know, we're probably close to a million--sorry, we're at about a million factory jobs that are opening right now. Those are immigrants that work those jobs. When I was working at a meat factory, growing up, I got $1 more because I was the only one that spoke English--or, well, I spoke English. I'm sure there's others that spoke English too.

But the people that worked at that factory were Mexican immigrants and Polish immigrants, right? So let's say we do build that steel plant here. First of all, let's find the investors that are willing to put in the seven to 10 years to build it. Like, the people that work in a lot of these places are the people that we're trying to kick out of this country right now, or won't let in.

And so how are we--how is this smart in any way?

Frum: You come from one of the most outward-facing states in America, in the country--a border state, a state with a dynamic economy, a state of entrepreneurship and immigration. If anyone's gonna carry a flag for open trade, free trade, it's gonna be a senator from Arizona. John McCain was a great free trader. Can we look to the senators from Arizona to lead the fight against tariffs and for free trade?

Gallego: Yeah. No, like, I think I can't speak for the other senator, but what we've seen is, like, Arizona is richer because of trade--and not just, by the way, [with] Mexico, which, by the way, has definitely been a big driver, besides the fact that everyone just focuses on the security side of it. We are actually a richer state, and the country would be much richer if we actually made our ports of entries faster, more aggressive, and predictable in some regards because some people don't know when they're gonna come in.

But we are now trading with, you know, all around the world. We just opened up a direct airline route, or will be soon, from Phoenix to Taiwan. Our jobs, our high-skilled jobs, our highest-paying jobs are due to trade. And in some regard, if we actually want stability, especially in the Western hemisphere, we should embrace free trade that, you know, emphasizes our brothers and sisters south of the border getting good-paying jobs, getting those industry jobs that we don't want to do in the United States, so they could stop the migrations that are moving here to the United States. There is a way for this all to be a win-win for the United States. And I think using our ability, in terms of our superpower--which I think our biggest superpower is actually human capital--where we can bring anyone from all around the world and use their drive, their brainpower and put it into this massive other amount of brainpower to experiences all around the world. We could outcompete anybody, but we actually have to believe in them. We have to make the investments in them. And I think that is going to be a better way to actually move the middle class, get them those jobs that they need, than these types of, like, ham-fisted tariff policies.

Frum: Last question, because I know we have a hard out, and you've been very generous with your time. You came from a tough background. You had an astonishing career. Your talent was picked out early. You went to Harvard. You volunteered. You saw some dark things in combat. You came back. You chose politics after that background at a strikingly early age. You didn't get rich first. You went into politics directly.

Gallego: I did want to get rich first, to be honest. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Why did you choose politics?

Gallego: You know, I think it really chose me. I always wanted to do government service. I actually thought that I was going to end up in the State Department, or the FBI, or something of that nature. I got back from the war--I mean, I was fucked up, to be honest. You know, my best friend died. It was seven months of just hard, hard combat.

And then we got back and, you know, we were Reservists, and they just let us go, right? So two weeks after I get back from Iraq, I am given my orders, I throw my stuff in my sea bag, and they're, Right. You're out; you're gone. You know, no housing, nothing. And luckily, I had friends and family to fall upon.

But then the stories started coming from my guys that they were having problems getting jobs. They were having problems getting VA treatments, getting into the VA--all these things that were just terrifying to me. And I was already pissed from the war because, again, they sent me to war without the proper armor on our vehicles, proper intelligence, without enough manpower, all this kind of stuff.

And so I found myself talking more and more to these guys about--these guys, my brothers--trying to help them get into the VA, trying to help them get into school. You know, some of them were living on my couch for a little bit to keep them off the streets. And I started complaining to the state reps, to the state senators, Why can't my guys have in-state tuition? Marines would be overseas for three years, and they'd come back to their home state or to another state, and they say, like, Well, you never lived here. Like, Yeah, well, I've been gone forever.

And it just kept on coming back and forth, back and forth, and I just kept complaining to congressmen and to everybody. And I realized that, I mean, everyone talks a big game, but no one really gives an f about us until they really need us.

But I have a purpose here, and it's going to continue to service. You know, my guys and I are going to have our 20-year reunion this year. I'm 45. I'm one of the older side of veterans, and if I'm not doing this right now, you know, who's going to hold this administration to the fire? They want to cut 83,000 veteran--VA employees arbitrarily, right? And for me, I'm able to use my position as a veteran, as a combat veteran, and I'm pushing back on them. I'm not sure if I was here, would someone be doing as aggressively as I am? And I think that that tells me I'm doing something right.

Frum: Thank you. Thank you for the time today. I'm really grateful. Thank you for the candor. It's been an interesting conversation. I really appreciate you taking the time for us. Bye-bye.

Gallego: Appreciate it. Adios.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Senator Gallego for joining me here on The David Frum Show. Remember, if you enjoy this dialogue and similar content, please subscribe to The Atlantic. That's the best way to support the work of The David Frum Show and all of my Atlantic colleagues.

I'm going to close with some farewell thoughts about the weekend ahead. If you are planning to fly into Washington, D.C., over the weekend of June 14, be prepared for a lot of airplane closures. Reagan National Airport will be closed, and traffic at the other regional airports is likely to be disrupted. The reason for this is the big parade scheduled for June 14.

Now, ostensibly, this is a parade to salute the 250th anniversary of the United States Army, founded in June of 1775. But we all know this story is not true. The Continental Navy was founded in the fall of 1775, and the Marines shortly thereafter. They, too, are celebrating 250th anniversaries this year. No parade for them, because their anniversaries do not coincide with the birthday of President Trump. President Trump is throwing a big birthday bash for himself at public expense, making a parade, which he has wanted for a long time.

And the Army is his excuse but not his motive. As I say, if it were the real thing, you would find a way to honor the Army, the Navy, and the Marine Corps together, all of them celebrating their 250th anniversary this year. Now, President Trump has wanted a big military parade since he saw one in France in his first term, on Bastille Day. The Army and the other services, the Department of Defense, resisted this demand for a long time, and for three main reasons.

The first was the reason of expense. The Trump birthday party, the military component of it, will cost, all in--both the cost of the parade and the cost of repaving the city streets afterwards--probably in the vicinity of $100 million. That's a very large amount of money, even by military standards. And in the first term, at least, the money would've been spent at a time of general prosperity and pretty lax controls of spending. In the second term, President Trump is engaged in massive budget cuts throughout the rest of the government. We've eliminated the PEPFAR program for Africa that delivers anti-HIV drugs to Africans of all ages, and especially children. People's lives are at risk to save the $7 billion that PEPFAR costs. It's indecent to be cutting PEPFAR and throwing the president a $100 million birthday party. So the military has resisted on grounds of expense.

They've also resisted on grounds of uselessness. Look--parades used to serve a purpose. The skills on display in a parade--marching in step, the cavalry trotting in line--those were highly relevant military skills in the days when armies fought in formation, when infantry formed into line, when cavalry moved at a trot. But in today's world, the skills that you need to do at a parade have nothing to do with how armies fight.

And the weeks and weeks of preparation that the units have to do in order to be ready for the parade is just a waste of time. And these are all, by the way, highly paid, highly skilled professionals. Their time is valuable. We want our war fighters, as Secretary of Defense Hegseth calls them, to be preparing to fight actual 21st-century war, not demonstrating their skill and readiness to fight the wars of the 18th and early 19th century.

But there's an even more fundamental reason that the Army resisted for such a long time, and that was: They sensed there was something political about these parades. Trump was not doing this, really, to salute the military. He was summoning the military to salute him. And the military, rightly, would never refuse an order, but they would point out, This is expensive. This is a distraction. And if you order us to do it, we will leak the details of how expensive and how useless it is to the newspapers, so that everyone will see what you are doing.

That was the first term. But in this second term, the military is headed by people who--unlike the military leadership in the first term--under Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, pose no resistance to the orders and demands and wishes and imperatives and whims of President Trump. The Hegseth DOD is an arm of Trump's PR politics. And so it's all parade, all the time. There is no one now to advocate for the interests of the national defense against the whims of the president.

I think this you've all heard before, but there's something else I want to point out here. The idea that a president would cause massive inconvenience to the traveling public, disrupt the traffic of the District of Columbia, all to honor himself is a real slap in the face and a real denial of the fundamental relationship that the constitutional system envisions between the president and the people.

The president is a public servant. He is the highest-ranking government employee. He's not the master. He's not the king. He's not the emperor. Traditionally, presidents receive no honor of any kind in their own lifetimes. If they had distinguished themselves in office, after they had passed then they would be honored in all kinds of ways: the Lincoln Memorial, the Jefferson Monument. Everything's the other way around. I think it's the Lincoln Monument and the Jefferson Memorial. You'd issue postage stamps for them. The streets would be named for them, counties. There are Jackson Counties all over the United States. Presidents were honored after the end of their lifetime. But in their time, they were just another government employee, like the undersecretary of agriculture. And there certainly was no public commemoration of their birthdays.

Donald Trump does not see himself as a public servant. He sees himself as a public master. That's why he's always demanding thanks for his allocation of government resources. When President Trump sends emergency assistance to a county that's in need, it's not his money. No one owes him any thank-you. He's doing his job, sending the public's money to the place where public law provides for it to go. And yet he thinks, because he is the president, he, therefore, is owed deference, he is owed obedience, he's owed thanks, and he's owed a parade.

And this habit of thinking is spreading through his government. Other Cabinet secretaries have also given themselves birthday parties of public expense and have issued statements on Twitter saluting the Cabinet secretary for the birthday. It's a habit that grows from the top down, and it's a violation of the way that Americans used to conduct themselves.

Look--in Britain, there's a long and lively tradition of military parades on the monarch's birthday. They troop the colors. In fact, this year, the trooping of the colors for King Charles's birthday will be June 14. Charles's birthday will be June 14, just like President Trump's parade. But Charles's parade is not on his actual birthday; his actual birthday is in November. but he's going to have his parade on June 14 because that's the best day for the public to watch it and enjoy it, and it's also the easiest day for the troops to parade. If you know London, you'd much rather parade in the June sunshine than in the November gloom and rain.

So Charles, the king of England, is thinking of others when he arranges the continuation of the long-established tradition of the trooping of the colors on the monarch's birthday. President Trump, ostensibly a servant of the people, ostensibly a lowercase r Republican official, ostensibly just the highest-ranking person in the government bureaucracy--he's doing more than King Charles to honor himself at other people's expense and other people's inconvenience. It's not the biggest scandal of the Trump administration by any means, but in some ways it's the most revealing.

Thanks so much for joining me today. I'm David Frum. I hope you'll return next week for another episode.

[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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2025/06/david-frum-show-trumps-plot-against-the-2026-elections/683107/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



This Is What Trump Does When His Revolution Sputters

His military deployment in Los Angeles follows a long, disturbing tradition.

by Anne Applebaum




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


Revolutions have a logic. The revolutionaries start with a big, transformative, impossible goal. They want to remake society, smash existing institutions, replace them with something different. They know they will do damage on the road to their utopia, and they know people will object. Committed to their ideology, the revolutionaries pursue their goals anyway.

Inevitably, a crisis appears. Perhaps many people, even most people, don't want regime change, or don't share the revolutionaries' utopian vision. Perhaps there are unplanned disasters. Smashing institutions can have unexpected, sometimes catastrophic, consequences, as the history of post-revolutionary famines shows very well.

But whatever the nature of the crisis, it forces the revolutionaries to make a choice. Give up--or radicalize. Find compromises--or polarize society further. Slow down--or use violence.

The bloodiest, most damaging revolutions have all been shaped by people making the most extreme choices. When the Bolsheviks ran into opposition in 1918, they unleashed the Red Terror. When the Chinese Communists encountered resistance, Mao sent teenage Red Guards to torment professors and civil servants. Sometimes the violence was mere theater, lecture halls full of people demanding that victims recant. Sometimes it was real. But it always served a purpose: to provoke, to divide, and then to allow the revolutionaries to suspend the law, create an emergency, and rule by decree.

I doubt very much that Donald Trump knows a lot about the methods of Bolsheviks or Maoists, although I am certain that some of his entourage does. But he is now leading an assault on what some around him call the administrative state, which the rest of us call the U.S. government. This assault is revolutionary in nature. Trump's henchmen have a set of radical, sometimes competing goals, all of which require fundamental changes in the nature of the American state. The concentration of power in the hands of the president. The replacement of the federal civil service with loyalists. The transfer of resources from the poor to the rich, especially rich insiders with connections to Trump. The removal, to the extent possible, of brown-skinned people from America, and the return to an older American racial hierarchy.

Juliette Kayyem: Trump's gross misuse of the National Guard

Trump and his allies also have revolutionary methods. Elon Musk sent DOGE engineers, some the same age as Mao's Red Guards, into one government department after the next to capture computers, take data, and fire staff. Trump has launched targeted attacks on institutions that symbolize the power and prestige of the old regime: Harvard, the television networks, the National Institutes of Health. ICE has sent agents in military gear to conduct mass arrests of people who may or may not be undocumented immigrants, but whose arrests will frighten and silence whole communities. Trump's family and friends have rapidly destroyed a matrix of ethical checks and balances in order to enrich the president and themselves.

But their revolutionary project is now running into reality. More than 200 times, courts have questioned the legality of Trump's decisions, including the arbitrary tariffs and the deportations of people without due process. Judges have ordered the administration to rehire people who were illegally fired. DOGE is slowly being revealed as a failure, maybe even a hoax: Not only has it not saved much money, but the damage done by Musk's engineers might prove even more expensive to fix, once the costs of lawsuits, broken contracts, and the loss of government capacity are calculated. The president's signature legislation, his budget bill, has met resistance from senior Republicans and Wall Street CEOs who fear that it will destroy the U.S. government's credibility, and even resistance from Musk himself.

Now Trump faces the same choice as his revolutionary predecessors: Give up--or radicalize. Find compromises--or polarize society further. Slow down--or use violence. Like his revolutionary predecessors, Trump has chosen radicalization and polarization, and he is openly seeking to provoke violence.

For the moment, the administration's demonstration of force is mostly performative, a made-for-TV show designed to pit the United States military against protesters in a big Democratic city. The choice of venue for sweeping, indiscriminate raids--Home Depot stores around Los Angeles, and not, say, a golf club in Florida--seems orchestrated to appeal to Trump voters. The deployment of the U.S. military is designed to create frightening images, not to fulfill an actual need. The governor of California did not ask for U.S. troops; the mayor of Los Angeles did not ask for U.S. troops; even the L.A. police made clear that there was no emergency, and that they did not require U.S. troops.

David Frum: For Trump, this is a dress rehearsal

But this is not the final stage of the revolution. The Marines in Los Angeles may provoke more violence, and that may indeed be the true purpose of their mission; after all, the Marines are primarily trained not to do civilian crowd control, but to kill the enemies of the United States. In an ominous speech at Fort Bragg yesterday, Trump reverted to the dehumanizing rhetoric he used during the election campaign, calling protesters "animals" and "a foreign enemy," language that seems to give permission to the Marines to kill people. Even if this confrontation ends without violence, the presence of the military in Los Angeles breaks another set of norms and prepares the way for another escalation, another set of emergency decrees, another opportunity to discard the rule of law later on.

The logic of revolution often traps revolutionaries: They start out thinking that the task will be swift and easy. The people will support them. Their cause is just. But as their project falters, their vision narrows. At each obstacle, after each catastrophe, the turn to violence becomes that much swifter, the harsh decisions that much easier. If not stopped, by Congress or the courts, the Trump revolution will follow that logic too.
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How One Animal Divided Europe

A new book explores what the wolf's return to the continent means for people who have never known its presence.

by Jonathan C. Slaght




In 2012, a young wolf named Slavc loped into the Lessini Mountains of Italy, completing a 1,200-mile route from Slovenia, where he was born. This was a dangerous place for a wolf to settle. The region had been proudly wolf free since about 1860; a stone commemorates the spot where the last one was killed. Slavc, who had been outfitted with a GPS collar by Slovenian biologists, soon encountered a female of his kind, a wanderer from the south. They became a pair--the first pack Lessinia had seen in more than a century--and the vanguard of a lupine renaissance.

Within a decade, Italy would become home to 2,000 wolves in almost 20 packs. The resurgence of wolves is not strictly an Italian phenomenon. Whereas in the middle of the 20th century, wolves were nearly extinct in Europe, today, more than 20,000 roam the continent. Their howls are heard everywhere except in the countries they'd have to swim to: Malta, Cyprus, Iceland, Ireland, and the United Kingdom.

"Slavc's journey might have been extraordinary, but more astonishing still is how rapidly the wolf has repopulated these lands, as though it has never been away," Adam Weymouth writes in his new book, Lone Wolf, which explores what a predator's return means to a people and a landscape that had forgotten it. Italy, Weymouth observes, "was an empty stage waiting on its protagonist--hollows that could be dens, saplings that could be marking posts, deer that could be prey."

Weymouth is an uncommon brand of travel writer, weaving natural history with culture and politics. For his first book, Kings of the Yukon, he paddled 2,000 miles along the Yukon River in tandem with migrating king salmon, learning how this species, crucial for local livelihoods and prized commercially, shapes community identities in the Far North. In Lone Wolf, the author swaps runs of fish for a single predator. In 2022, Weymouth shouldered a rucksack to walk 1,000 miles along Slavc's GPS trail, following the hundreds of virtual breadcrumbs that marked the wolf's path from Slovenia to Italy. Weymouth slept in the same forests Slavc did, huffed across the same mountain passes, and traversed the same national borders. He spoke with Slovenian farmers, Austrian politicians, and Italian shepherds along the way to understand how the reemergence of wolves has troubled rural communities in the Southern Alps.

Read: The book that teaches us to live with our fears

But instead of showing how, as with salmon, a species can unite people, Weymouth's interactions document how one can divide them. Lone Wolf is much more than the story of Slavc: It is a vehicle for Weymouth to trace the fault lines splintering Europe and to examine how people respond when confronted by unwelcome change.

Polarized politics, climate change, reduced demand for dairy products, and shifting demographics are affecting regions across Italy, especially rural ones. For the people of Lessinia, the return of the wolf seems to encompass multifarious anxieties, refracting, as Weymouth writes, "the entirety of their frustration and their fear, like the sun through a magnifying glass." From 2020 to 2021, wolves killed more than 400 farm animals. But carnivores are not the only disrupters in these areas. A drier climate means worsening conditions for grazing livestock; meanwhile, meager pay pushes younger generations down the slopes into cities such as Verona, waves of immigrants from places such as Bangladesh and North Africa are bringing new practices and norms to the countryside, and confusing European Union regulations are hobbling farmers throughout the continent. One rule, for instance, requires animals to be outdoors for at least half the year in order for a farm to qualify as organic and receive government subsidies. But if a wolf starts killing those animals, it's almost impossible to secure a permit to cull it. As Weymouth writes, in Austria, "farmers are furious, villagers are terrified, and there is a general, all-pervasive sense throughout the country that all hell has broken loose."

The belief that government is an obstacle, not a solution, leads to hundreds of wolves being killed illegally each year, their carcasses displayed in public spaces beheaded, strung up, or skinned, as if in "warning to other wolves or to those who support them." Some populist politicians have promoted a narrative in which the hardworking farmer is a victim of out-of-touch urban elitists. Weymouth worries that this "serves to dramatize the situation, creating further crises" for those whose livelihood depends on finding a way to coexist with the wolves.

These predators once wreaked unequivocal havoc across Europe; from 1571 to 1920, they killed 5,400 people in France alone. Weymouth highlights specific wolves that perpetrated reigns of terror, such as the Beast of Gevaudan, an animal (or animals) that killed 113 people and wounded an additional 49 in southern France in the 1700s. Throughout the continent, farmers watched helplessly as wolves dwindled their flocks and sometimes even fed on their children. These types of stories breed an almost hereditary disdain: The wolf is, and can only ever be, an enemy. After hundreds of years of persistent persecution--one generation of farmers learning from the previous generation to poison, snare, and shoot wolves--the animals' near disappearance around the turn of the 20th century was celebrated throughout Europe as the end of a long, bloody, and hard-won war.

Wolves did not simply stumble back into Europe in the 21st century. Their return was facilitated by the rise of environmentalism in the 1970s, and progressive laws aimed at restoring biodiversity. Improved habitat and reduced efforts to kill the animals allowed wolves to flourish. Biodiversity benefits humans as well: Extensive natural systems are more resilient to climate change, offer food security, and buffer us from the risk of zoonotic diseases such as coronaviruses. "To have a good system you have to have every part of the system," writes Weymouth, and this includes large carnivores. Although some might argue that the reemergence of wolves in Europe portends a return to the Bad Old Days, these creatures are also a sign that we are doing something right.

Read: The overlooked danger that's massacring wildlife

Does this drive toward biodiversity inevitably result in friction between predators and people? Well, yes, Dale Miquelle, a conservation biologist and an expert on carnivores of a different stripe (tigers), told me; the key is "having effective conflict-mitigation systems in place to deal with human-large carnivore conflicts." These might include honest communication between pro- and anti-predator groups, the investment of significant time and money to minimize clashes, and acknowledgment of the needs and concerns of everyone involved.

Weymouth outlines multiple techniques to deter wolves from targeting livestock, including encouraging farmers to shepherd flocks as they graze, training dogs to wander pastures, and building fences to keep out wolves. Examples from places such as Kenya, Belize, and China demonstrate that these adaptations are highly effective at reducing carnivore attacks. However, as Weymouth reports, for many in the Lessinia mountains and similar farming regions, adopting such practices is seen as capitulation. Farmers who build fences might be viewed as traitors, siding with outsiders who have no understanding of country ways. But the wolf's return to Europe can be sustainable only if farmers and other inhabitants buy into the process. For that to happen, their voices need to be truly heard by politicians and conservationists. When a wolf attacked a child in Rome last year and was relocated instead of euthanized, some Italians saw this as proof that the government was prioritizing wolf lives over human ones. Conservation advocates will have to make concessions to build trust, and some wolves will have to be removed from the wild.

Finally, as Weymouth notes, the cause of conservation is hurt when advocates paint an unrealistic picture of the wolf. "Part of its rebrand in recent years has been the widely put-about assertion that a wolf, or a healthy wolf at least, would never kill a human," he writes. Wolves are, in fact, opportunistic predators, and should never be considered harmless. Wolves do kill people, albeit rarely; in North America, they did so as recently as 2010, when a teacher was killed in southwestern Alaska.

Understanding these animals requires getting to know them, perhaps by literally following in their tracks. With so much modern wildlife science done remotely via GPS collars and satellite imagery, it's refreshing to simply take in the landscapes and cultures of Southern Europe with Weymouth as our guide. He carefully picks at the Gordian knot linking wolves and rural communities, teases out nuances, and tells a complex story of a world in transition. "There are dramatic changes happening all across the Alps. Migration, depopulation, melting glaciers, dying forests. I have seen how people are scared of their lives changing, how they want it all to stop, and how politicians of a certain stripe continue to stoke those fears while promising that everything can stay the same," he writes. "We are all plunging forward into an uncharted world, and the only fantasy is that we can stop it." To observe and absorb the natural-human interface, as Weymouth does, is an art, one that would benefit those on both sides of the wolf divide.
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When a Nasty Habit Is Part of Your National Identity

As France bans cigarettes in most public places, it stands to lose a strong cultural signifier.

by Gal Beckerman




On my first weekend living in Paris, I decided I had to learn how to smoke, and quickly. I sat in the dismal studio apartment I shared with a roommate and lit up Gauloise after Gauloise until my face turned a shade of chartreuse. I was an exchange student in the mid-'90s, and this was the intensity I applied to most activities that held the possibility of transforming me into the person I wanted to be. Parisians smoked, and if I aspired to be a Parisian, which I desperately did, then I would smoke. By the end of the weekend, I could sit in a cafe with a cigarette dangling from my lips like a shorter, swarthier, coughier Jean-Paul Belmondo in Breathless.

When I learned recently that France will soon ban smoking outside--banishing it from under lonely streetlamps and on park benches, where a last puff could be shared between lovers--it seemed that some essential part of French national identity was ending. If you are forbidden from lighting up in almost every social situation, then smoking, mon ami, is effectively illegal.

Russians have their vodka. Americans have their McDonald's and AR-15s. Japanese have a concept called karoshi, which apparently means "working so hard that you die." Every self-respecting nation has a fatal habit that helps define it--a guilty pleasure its citizens indulge in despite the scoffing of foreigners, and because doing so almost proves that their identity is worth dying for. The French--Sartre and Bardot and Gainsbourg and Houellebecq--have their smoking. "I drank the coffee, and then I wanted a cigarette," thinks Meursault, the antihero of Albert Camus' novel The Stranger and, after the Little Prince, likely the first French person in literature many students of the country's language will encounter. "But I wasn't sure if I should smoke, under the circumstances, in Mother's presence"--he's sitting vigil over her dead body. "I thought it over; really, it didn't seem to matter, so I offered the keeper a cigarette, and we both smoked."

Read: The allure of smoking rises again

Before I go much further, let me be clear: Cigarettes will kill you. I'm old enough to remember a 13-hour flight during which I experienced the slow asphyxiation of being stuck in the smoking section. The world does occasionally improve, and fewer people dying of lung cancer is certainly one of the ways.

But nostalgia does not come with health warnings.

What was most alluring about cigarettes, besides the notion--okay, the fact--that I looked cooler holding one casually between two fingers, was the quality of time that opened up in the space of a smoke. It's been a while--maybe 20 years--since I've touched a cigarette, but what I still remember, more than the nicotine, is the sensation of pressing "Pause." For the few minutes it took a cigarette to become ash, I had nothing to do but enjoy the silence or the chat I was having outside a bar.


On arriving in Paris to study abroad, the author quickly learned how to smoke. Soon he fancied himself as a "shorter, swarthier, coughier Jean-Paul Belmondo." (Courtesy of Gal Beckerman)



These moments of idle nothingness--or acute presence--are a source of nostalgia for me in part because they belong to the aimlessness of youth, and because our phones have since become a constant portal to somewhere else. But they also make me wistful because this sense of time out of time feels so very French. Think of the languidness of a French meal, with its aperitif, entree, plat, fromage, dessert, cafe. Or the nation's incredible shrinking workweek--now 35 hours, by law--in favor of more leisure time for love affairs and philosophical debates. Or the month of August, when no one is around. Or strikes, when everything stops. Or the years it takes to make good cheese and wine. Or that glorious description of the concept underlying the country's internet-privacy laws: "the right to be forgotten."

This whole cultural preference seemed to have been hand-rolled into every cigarette. Smoking was like a type of punctuation--life's em dash--forcing me to slow down, and putting everything else in relief. Sartre once contemplated quitting (really), but he couldn't bear what that would do to the rest of his existence. "I used to smoke at the theater, in the morning while working, in the evening after dinner, and it seemed to me that in giving up smoking I was going to strip the theater of its interest, the evening meal of its savor, the morning work of its fresh animation," he wrote in Being and Nothingness. "Whatever unexpected happening was going to meet my eye, it seemed to me that it was fundamentally impoverished from the moment that I could not welcome it while smoking."

Read: An innocent abroad in Mark Twain's Paris

This is an eloquent description of a severe addiction. Smoking is a disgusting habit, and I don't miss it, not really. But I do worry a bit about France. What Sartre was articulating--a life of enjoyment, of savoring those evening meals and the theater and mornings spent lost in thought--can be hard to come by in our world. Did smoking help those moments materialize out of our otherwise hectic lives? Maybe.

For the French, I always sensed that smoking, even when its dangers were well known, was almost an illustration of existentialism. The act seemed in some way to distill the central idea of that most French of philosophies: True freedom is terrifying because it means taking responsibility for every single choice we make. But not taking responsibility is worse--it is to live in bad faith. Smoking, that controlled flirtation with death, is the perfect test of this proposition. You know it's bad for you; you do it anyway, fully aware that you are taking your fate in your own hands. Maybe this is also why the cigarette has always signified rebellion--especially for women living in cultures bent on circumscribing their choices. Even as our cultural mores and our health standards evolve, the cigarette retains this symbolic power. A blueberry-flavored vape (currently exempt from the new law) could never carry all this meaning.

That Godard-and-Truffaut version of France that I'm pining for was obviously already a thing of the past even when I lived there. And that past is even further in the past now. A little less than a quarter of the country's population takes a drag every day. And young French people, thankfully, are not buying my romanticism--the trend line curves downward more dramatically for them. As for the new law, which carries a 135-euro fine, a survey of French people (conducted, I'm imagining, over zinc countertops and demitasses) found that 78 percent said they were happy to be done with cigarettes in public places. Maybe they're tired of the 2 billion butts that collect on the streets of Paris every year. That might convince me.

These days, when I'm feeling sentimental, instead of smoking, I'll just mainline a film from the New Wave era, such as Godard's existentialist drama Vivre sa vie. Anna Karina is there, playing Nana, a woman who leaves her husband and becomes a sex worker (strangely, a common storyline in French movies of the period). She is sitting in a cafe, puffing away. "I think we're always responsible for our actions," she says. "We're free." Free to do any number of things, she says, dreamily invoking the Sartrean credo as smoke curls around her black bob. She is free to close her eyes, to be unhappy. And she takes responsibility for this. "I smoke a cigarette," she says, a mischievous smile on her lips. "I'm responsible."
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'Look, This Show's Good. It's Essentially Moral.'

<em>The Simpsons</em> has always been a wholesome show--even if some critics didn't necessarily understand that.

by Alan Siegel




In 1992, The Simpsons was one of the most beloved sitcoms on television. Critics adored it; the ratings were climbing higher and higher; the show had entered what fans would eventually come to regard as its funniest period, roughly Seasons 3 through 8.

But the animated series still scared some adults. There had never been a boy on network TV as openly irreverent as Bart Simpson, who said "hell" and "damn" and talked back to his teacher. Mere months after the show debuted, in December 1989, schools across the United States started banning a T-shirt declaring, "Bart Simpson 'Underachiever': And Proud of It, Man!" James Dobson, the founder of the evangelical organization Focus on the Family, weighed in on that particular piece of merch, writing that it made the "pervasive problem of underachievement" even worse.

As quaint as Bart's antics might seem now, he and The Simpsons as a whole represented youth in revolt. The moral panic was misplaced, but not unusual--part of a long national tradition of culture wars waged under the pretense of politics.

But what critics of the prime-time cartoon either fundamentally misunderstood (or conveniently overlooked) was its core truths. Bart loved his parents. He went to church with them. The Simpsons sometimes struggled to make ends meet, and they didn't always get along, but they stuck together. They were a typical middle-American family--and, despite Bart's rude language, not the symbol of societal rot that culture-war targets are often imagined to be.
 
 There are numerous early-season examples of the family's underlying integrity. Marge's bowling instructor, Jacques, woos her, but she resists and dramatically reconciles with Homer, whom she'd been arguing with. Homer decides to steal cable, but eventually stops when Lisa, the show's voice of reason, convinces him it's wrong. Lisa exposes a corrupt congressman at the expense of personal glory. Homer gives up religion only to realize that his faith is important to him. Sure, there's a scene in the series premiere in which Bart gets a real tattoo--but the story ends sweetly, with the family adopting a greyhound track reject named Santa's Little Helper.
 
 "Look, this show's good," the Simpsons writer Jeff Martin once told me. "It's essentially moral. It's for everybody."



In its early days, The Simpsons was everywhere: on TV, on merch, on magazine covers (back when that still moved the needle), in the Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade. The show's ubiquity is likely what put it on the radar of George H. W. Bush's administration. In May 1990, a news story mentioned that the White House's drug czar, William Bennett, had noticed a Bart Simpson poster at a rehabilitation center. "That's not going to help you any," Bennett reportedly said to the residents. (He later claimed that he was kidding.) In a People interview later that year, first lady Barbara Bush called The Simpsons "the dumbest thing I've ever seen."

In the first case, the show's producers responded with a snarky statement: "If our drug czar thinks he can sit down and talk with a cartoon character, he must be on something." In the second, they decided to take a kill-'em-with-kindness approach, sending the first lady a letter written in the voice of Marge, who politely defended her family. "Ma'am, if we're the dumbest thing you ever saw," Marge wrote, "Washington must be a good deal different than what they teach me at the current events group at the church." Barbara Bush sent an apologetic reply: "Clearly," she wrote, "you are setting a good example for the rest of the country."

At that point, the Bush-Bart beef was dead. Then, early in his reelection campaign, the president brought it back to life. On January 27, 1992, he spoke at the National Religious Broadcasters convention. His speech wasn't terribly memorable, except for one section. "The next value I speak of must be forever cast in stone," Bush said. "I speak of decency, the moral courage to say what is right and condemn what is wrong. And we need a nation closer to The Waltons than The Simpsons--an America that rejects the incivility, the tide of incivility, and the tide of intolerance."

The Waltons was a Great Depression-set drama about a good-natured blue-collar Virginia family that aired on CBS for most of the 1970s. The smash-hit show was a temporary antidote to the tumult of the time, and Bush's speechwriter Curt Smith was a big fan. He thought that The Waltons embodied a kind of propriety that appealed to Middle America. To him, The Simpsons did not. When I interviewed him in 2022, Smith told me he felt that the sarcastic animated series looked down on the heartland. "You had two cultures at war in this country. And I say that sadly," he said. "The Waltons with red America and The Simpsons with blue America."

Read: The life in The Simpsons is no longer attainable

To play up that divide, Smith added the Waltons/Simpsons comparison into Bush's address. According to Smith, his boss approved. As soon as the president said the line, it became a sound bite, which satisfied Smith. "I felt deeply that the line was germane," he told me. "I thought it was true. And it would help us politically."

He turned out to be wrong about that last part. Bush's broadside pushed the creators of The Simpsons to fire back by tacking on a scene to the opening of that week's episode, a rerun. The family is gathered around the TV, which is playing footage of the president's insult. As soon as it's over, Bart perks up and says, "Hey, we're just like the Waltons. We're praying for an end to the Depression too." The mainstream media also pointed out the irony of the president waxing poetic about an old TV show that took place during a terrible economy. "Yes, ma and pa," the syndicated columnist Ellen Goodman wrote on January 31, 1992, "George-boy is leading us back through the haze of nostalgia to those wonderful yesteryears of the 1930s."

It was an example of how out of touch the sexagenarian incumbent was in the eyes of many voters--at least compared with his opponent, a saxophone-playing Baby Boomer. As Bush's campaign progressed, he doubled down, bringing back the Waltons/Simpsons line for his arrival speech at the Republican National Convention. In the end, Bill Clinton won fairly easily in '92--with the help of the independent Ross Perot, who yanked some votes away from Bush--taking chunks of Middle America with him.

It would be a stretch to say that Bush's decision to poke at The Simpsons cost him a second term. But it did demonstrate how silly politicians can look when they try to use pop culture to score easy points with their base. People in the heartland watched the show too--partly because the Simpsons had the same issues as millions of Americans. The second-season premiere of the show, for example, focuses on Bart's academic troubles. The anxiety he and his parents have over whether he might have to repeat the fourth grade feels real. "'Bart Gets an F' is not only funny, it's touching," the Washington Post critic Tom Shales wrote in his review. "You really find yourself rooting for this bratty little drawing."

When it came to family life, The Simpsons certainly felt realistic. There are episodes centering on Lisa's feeling unseen and unappreciated by her parents and turning to a substitute teacher for guidance, the stress caused by the cost of Homer's looming triple-bypass surgery, Marge's breaking down when the pressure of motherhood becomes too much to bear. But every week, they all manage to work through their problems and regroup. That basic blueprint helped The Simpsons become an institution. The show was at its core wholesome, even if the president at the time didn't acknowledge as much.

Read: The last WASP president

It wasn't the first time, and it wouldn't be the last time, a politician who claimed that a pop-culture icon was threatening American values left out key information about his target. Just last month, after Bruce Springsteen criticized him onstage in England, President Donald Trump responded by going after the musician on social media. "I see that Highly Overrated Bruce Springsteen goes to a Foreign Country to speak badly about President of the United States," he posted on Truth Social. "Never liked him, never liked his music, or his Radical Left Politics and, importantly, he's not a talented guy."

Springsteen has never made his music just for the "radical" or the "left"; he's piled up millions of fans by speaking directly about the everyday anxieties of small-town life. His music has reflected America, in other words. And even in the face of threats made by the president, the rock star hasn't backed down. He included his remarks against Trump as an intro on his new live EP, Land of Hope & Dreams--the kind of burn that The Simpsons might have come up with. Back then, it wasn't just defiance that made the counterattack so effective--the show understood itself better than the president did.



*Illustration Sources: Jacobs Stock Photography Ltd / Getty; Everett Collection.
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The White House Is Delighted With Events in Los Angeles

But Trump aides know there are real risks for the president if troops are involved in violence.

by Missy Ryan, Jonathan Lemire




The last time President Donald Trump tried to send military forces into American streets to put down civil unrest, in June 2020, Pete Hegseth was positioned outside the White House with a Kevlar helmet and riot shield.



Major Hegseth's mobilization as part of a District of Columbia National Guard unit summoned to restore order in the nation's capital, where protests had erupted following the police murder of George Floyd, occurred as Pentagon leaders scrambled to avert what they feared could be a confrontation between active-duty U.S. forces and their fellow Americans.



Today, Hegseth is second only to the president in directing the administration's use of the National Guard and active-duty Marines to respond to unrest over immigration raids in Los Angeles. And this time, the military's civilian leadership isn't acting as a brake on Trump's impulse to escalate the confrontation. The Hegseth-led Pentagon is an accelerant.



The administration's decision to federalize 4,000 California National Guard forces, contrary to Governor Gavin Newsom's wishes, and to dispatch 700 active-duty Marines to the Los Angeles area, marks a break with decades of tradition under which presidents have limited their use of the military on American soil. If there are any internal misgivings about busting through yet another democratic norm, they haven't surfaced publicly. Indeed, officials at the White House told us they are satisfied with the way the L.A. confrontation has unfolded. They believe that it highlights their focus on immigration and law and order, and places Democrats on the wrong side of both. One widely circulated photo--showing a masked protester standing in front of a burning car, waving a Mexican flag--has been embraced by Trump supporters as a distillation of the conflict: a president unafraid to use force to defend an American city from those he deems foreign invaders.



"We couldn't have scripted this better," said a senior White House aide granted anonymity to discuss internal conversations. "It's like the 2024 election never ended: Trump is strong while Democrats are weak and defending the indefensible."



Democrats, of course, take a different view, and say the administration's actions have only risked triggering further violence. Retired officers who study how the armed forces have been used in democracies told us they share those concerns. They point to the damage that Trump's orders could do to the military's relationship with the citizens it serves.



"We should be very careful, cautious, and even reluctant to use the military inside our country," Bradley Bowman, a former Army officer who heads the defense program at the Foundation for Defense of Democracies, told us.



Conor Friedersdorf: Averting a worst-case scenario in Los Angeles



State and local authorities typically use law-enforcement personnel as a first response to civil disturbances or riots, followed by National Guard forces if needed. Retired Major General Randy Manner, who served as acting vice chief of the National Guard Bureau during the Obama administration, said the federalizing of California Guard forces--putting them under presidential rather than state control, a move allowed with certain limits--pulls those service members away from their civilian jobs and makes it harder to complete planned training or exercises. "Basically, the risk does not justify the investment of these forces, and it will negatively impact on readiness," Manner told us.



Retired officers we spoke with also drew a distinction between the involvement of National Guard and active-duty forces. Whereas National Guard troops assist citizens after natural disasters and have the advantage of knowing the communities they serve, active-duty forces are primarily trained to "see the enemy and neutralize the enemy," said Mark Cancian, a retired Marine colonel now at the Center for Strategic and International Studies. "When you're dealing with U.S. citizens, no matter what they're doing, that's not the right mindset."



"This is not Fallujah," Bowman added. "This is Los Angeles."



Juliette Kayyem: Trump's gross misuse of the National Guard



This morning, Hegseth made his first congressional appearance since his bruising confirmation process, appearing before a House committee. His tone with Democrats was at times combative. When Representative Betty McCollum, a Minnesota Democrat, asked the defense secretary what the cost of the California deployment would be, he declined to provide a figure and instead pivoted to criticism of Minnesota Governor Tim Walz for the state's response to the violence that followed Floyd's killing in 2020. (Military officials said later they expected the Los Angeles deployment, as envisioned, to cost roughly $134 million.)



"If you've got millions of illegals, you don't know where they're coming from, they're waving flags from foreign countries and assaulting police officers, that's a problem," Hegseth told lawmakers.



Trump, for his part, told reporters that anyone who tries to protest at the Saturday parade celebrating the 250th birthday of the U.S. Army will "be met with very big force." He also said that he wouldn't hesitate to invoke the Insurrection Act, which would permit him to employ the military for law enforcement or to suppress a rebellion, if he believed that circumstances required. Speaking to troops at Fort Bragg in North Carolina later in the day, the president promised to stop the "anarchy" in California. "We will liberate Los Angeles and make it free, clean, and safe again," he said. "We will not allow an American city to be invaded and conquered by a foreign enemy."



Some Republicans have privately expressed worry that Trump may overplay a winning hand. Even in the West Wing, two people we spoke with tried to downplay the incendiary rhetoric from Trump and Hegseth. They stressed that, to this point, National Guard forces have been in a defensive posture, protecting federal buildings. Although they believe that Trump has the political advantage at the moment, they acknowledged there would be real risks if U.S. troops got involved in violence. "We don't know who would get blamed but no one wins if that happens," one senior aide told us. "No one wants to see that."



Hegseth's support for using active-duty troops in Los Angeles stands in contrast to what his predecessor did in 2020. At that time, Defense Secretary Mark Esper, along with Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Mark Milley, scrambled to block Trump's desire to employ active-duty forces against the demonstrators protesting racial violence. The president had mused about shooting protesters in the legs, Esper wrote later. To satisfy his boss while also avoiding a dangerous confrontation, the defense chief called active-duty forces from Fort Bragg to Northern Virginia but sought to keep them out of the fray.



Tom Nichols: Trump is using the National Guard as bait



In his 2024 book, The War on Warriors, Hegseth described how his experience as a D.C. Guardsman in 2020 crystallized his views about the divide between military personnel and what he saw as the degenerate protesters who were lobbing bricks and bottles of urine at the citizen soldiers. When the D.C. Guard was again summoned seven months later, to help secure the 2021 inauguration following the January 6 riot at the U.S. Capitol, Hegseth was told to stand down because fellow Guardsmen suspected that one of his tattoos was a sign of extremism. (Hegseth has maintained it is part of his Christian faith.)



Hegseth was angered by his exclusion and resigned from the Guard. That experience remains with him as he attempts to reshape the military, and its role in society, in line with Trump's worldview. As he has written: "My trust for this Army is irrevocably broken."
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The Silence of the Generals

As President Donald Trump crossed a dangerous line at Fort Bragg, the brass failed to speak out in the Army's defense.

by Tom Nichols




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


President Donald Trump continued his war against America's most cherished military traditions today when he delivered a speech at Fort Bragg. It is too much to call it a "speech"; it was, instead, a ramble, full of grievance and anger, just like his many political-rally performances. He took the stage to Lee Greenwood's "God Bless the USA"--which has become a MAGA anthem--and then pointed to the "fake news," encouraging military personnel to jeer at the press.

He mocked former President Joe Biden and attacked various other political rivals. He elicited cheers from the crowd by announcing that he would rename U.S. bases (or re-rename them) after Confederate traitors. He repeated his hallucinatory narrative about the invasion of America by foreign criminals and lunatics. He referred to 2024 as the "election of a president who loves you," to a scatter of cheers and applause. And then he attacked the governor of California and the mayor of Los Angeles, again presiding over jeers at elected officials of the United States.

He led soldiers, in other words, in a display of unseemly behavior that ran contrary to everything the founder of the U.S. Army, George Washington, strove to imbue in the American armed forces.

The president also encouraged a violation of regulations. Trump, himself a convicted felon, doesn't care about rules and laws, but active-duty military members are not allowed to attend political rallies in uniform. They are not allowed to express partisan views while on duty, or to show disrespect for American elected officials. Trump may not know these rules and regulations, but the officers who lead these men and women know them well. It is part of their oath, their credo, and their identity as officers to remain apart from such displays. Young soldiers will make mistakes. But if senior officers remain silent, what lesson will those young men and women take from what happened today?

The president cares nothing for the military, for its history, or for the men and women who serve the United States. They are, like everything else around him, only raw material: They either feed his narcissism, or they are useless. Those who love him, he claims as "his" military. But those who have laid down their life for their country are, as he so repugnantly put it, just suckers and losers, anonymous saps lying under cold headstones in places such as Arlington National Cemetery that clearly make Trump uncomfortable. Today, he showed that he has no compunction about turning every American soldier into a hooting partisan.

Trump's supporters and his party will excuse his behavior at Fort Bragg the way they always have, the same way that indulgent parents shrug helplessly at their delinquent children. But senior officers of the United States military have an obligation to speak up and be leaders.  Where is the Army chief of staff, General Randy George? Will he speak truth to the commander in chief and put a stop to the assault on the integrity of his troops? Where is the commander of the airborne troops, Lieutenant General Gregory Anderson, or even Colonel Chad Mixon, the base commander?

And if these men cannot muster the courage to defend American traditions--by speaking out or even resigning--where are the other senior officers who must uphold the values that have made America's armed forces among the most effective and politically stable militaries in the world? Where is the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, General Dan Caine? He was personally selected by Trump to be America's most senior military officer. Will he tell the man who promoted him that what he did today was obscene?

Will any of these men say one word? Will any of them defend the Army and the other services from a would-be caudillo, a man who would probably be strutting around in a giant hat and a golden shoulder braid if he could get away with it? The top officers of the U.S. military wear eagles or stars on their shoulders that give them great privilege, as befits people who assume responsibility for the defense of the nation and the welfare of their troops. They command the power of life and death itself on the field of battle. But those ranks also carry immense responsibility. If they are truly Washington's heirs, they should speak up--now--and stand with the first commander in chief against the rogue 47th.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/06/silence-generals/683106/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Protests Are Just Starting

Large demonstrations were effective during Trump's first term. The same could be true now.

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 months, as Donald Trump has hollowed out the executive branch, defied courts, and worked to suppress dissent, his critics have rightly worried about the lack of visible public opposition. Democratic Party leaders are still obsessing over the 2024 election; outside organizations are fatigued; and mass protests such as those seen in the early months of Trump's first term have been missing.

That began to change over the past few days, as demonstrations arose in Los Angeles over immigration-enforcement operations by federal agents. As they begin to spread to other cities, these protests look like the first mass movement against the second Trump administration. And with events scheduled this weekend to serve as counterprogramming to Trump's birthday military parade, they have the potential to grow.

Yet as this moment begins, some members of the anti-Trump coalition worry that these demonstrations will bring about disaster. Protests are messy; even when the majority of participants are peaceful, just a few bad actors can produce instances of violence, and big protests always draw a few bad actors. Observers have also worried about the optics of protesters carrying Mexican flags, lest the protests be seen as unpatriotic or anti-American. One overriding concern is that even minor missteps by Trump's critics will give him an excuse to overreach further. "Trump is expecting resistance," my colleague Tom Nichols wrote over the weekend. "You will not be heroes. You will be the pretext."

These concerns are understandable, and they are offered in good faith by dyed-in-the-wool Trump critics, who don't hesitate to call him a budding authoritarian. They're correct that Trump is welcoming confrontation. Trying to convince anti-Trump allies about the most effective tactics can feel much more productive than appealing to Trump to respect protests or the rule of law, especially because his actions are frequently erratic and irrational. But the focus on specific tactics, or on trying to predict how the president will respond, overlooks how effective large protests have been--not just historically, but also during Trump's first term. The same could be true now.

None of this is to excuse violent protests, which are dangerous and destructive, and also usually politically counterproductive in America. Actual violence in Los Angeles appears to be limited and small in scale, and Trump's decision to federalize thousands of National Guard members and deploy hundreds of U.S. Marines is, as I wrote yesterday, both legally dubious and wildly disproportionate. The most heralded victims so far have been some Waymo driverless taxis, and local authorities blamed scattered violence on provocateurs who are tangential to the protests. Most protesters appear to be on the streets simply to witness and to speak out against the administration's immigration raids. Take the president's word for it: Even Trump says the situation is "very well under control."

The existence of large demonstrations, which are spreading into other cities, is itself a sign of Trump's vulnerability. His turn to the military to try to enforce his will, less than six months into his term, is a gesture of authoritarianism, but it's also an indication of his weak sway over the public. Plenty of experience shows that Trump almost always folds. Besides, Trump definitely wins if people disperse because they don't want to provoke him. Peaceful protests can be very effective at changing policy and public opinion, and the biggest win for Trump might be for people to be so scared of what he'll do next that they do nothing at all. As the journalist Asawin Suebsaeng noted on Sunday, you would be hard-pressed to find Americans counseling protesters in repressive nations--such as Iran or Burma or Hungary--to stop protesting just because their leaders might be spoiling for a fight.

Furthermore, gaming out strategy and predicting how things might end here (or anywhere) is very difficult. This applies to everyone involved. Some advising caution are worried that protests will give Trump cover to intensify a crackdown, but he hardly needs an excuse, and his reactions are unpredictable. Meanwhile, people around Trump are very confident that they're in a winning position on immigration. "We couldn't script this any better," someone "close to the White House" told Politico. "Democrats are again on the '20' side of an 80-20 issue." But why should anyone believe them?

The story of Trump's career is overreach followed by public opposition--including on immigration--and sometimes that opposition sways him. During his first term, Trump reversed his family-separation policy in summer 2018 because of widespread horror. Trump and his advisers were also convinced that protests against police brutality, which turned violent in cities such as Kenosha, Wisconsin, and Portland, Oregon, were going to win them the 2020 election, and they were proved wrong about that.

The backlash has come even faster this term. Although Trump won the election with a campaign that focused intensely on immigration enforcement, Americans have been less enthusiastic about the results now that they're experiencing their effects. Lots of people support deporting criminals, but they don't like it when beloved community members such as Carol Hui, the woman whose story became a rallying point for a conservative Missouri town, are removed. (She has since been released. TACO.)

In April, a Washington Post / ABC News / Ipsos poll found that a majority of people disapproved of Trump's immigration policies. A CBS News / YouGov poll taken before the L.A. protests found him slightly higher--but at just 50 percent approval. The data journalist G. Elliott Morris finds that coverage of the improper deportation of Kilmar Abrego Garcia to El Salvador hurt Trump's approval ratings. YouGov polls conducted since the protests began have found that pluralities of Americans disapprove of Trump deploying both the National Guard and the Marines.

None of these polls should be taken as gospel, but they should give pause about drawing conclusions as to how the public at large will view what's happening in Los Angeles. They are also a reminder that public opinion is not immutable--it's dynamic and can be shaped. The anti-Trump movement can much more easily figure out what it stands for than it can predict what Trump might do next, or how other people will react.

Related:

	Trump's gross misuse of the National Guard
 	Tom Nichols: Trump is using the National Guard as bait. 






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Republicans have a revenue problem.
 	Get ready to hear a lot more about your mitochondria.
 	Hitler used a bogus crisis of "public order" to make himself dictator.




Today's News

	The Pentagon doubled the number of California National Guard members in Los Angeles and deployed about 700 Marines to the city's protests yesterday.
 	A shooter killed at least 10 people at a high school in Graz, Austria, according to police.
 	The State Department ordered diplomatic missions on Friday to resume processing visas for Harvard University students and exchange visitors.
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The Wyoming Hospital Upending the Logic of Private Equity

By Megan Greenwell

After years of trying to improve his hospital in Riverton, Wyoming--first as a doctor, then as a board member and volunteer activist--Roger Gose was ready to give up ...
 "You want to leave a place better than you found it," he told me. And for a long time, he felt like he had.
 But that was before LifePoint Health, one of the biggest rural-hospital chains in the country, saw his hospital as a distressed asset in need of saving through a ruthless search for efficiencies, and before executives at Apollo Global Management, a private-equity firm whose headquarters looms above the Plaza Hotel in Midtown Manhattan, began calling the shots. That was before Gose realized that, in the private-equity world, a hospital was just another widget, a tool to make money and nothing more.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Red tape isn't the only reason America can't build.
 	Trump's crypto playbook is now clear.
 	Musk and Trump still agree on one thing.
 	The revolutionary idea that remade the new world
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Watch (or skip). Ballerina, the new John Wick spin-off (in theaters now), succeeds as a piece of junky fun--but it also shows the trap of the cinematic side quest, David Sims writes.

Examine. As Donald Trump prepares to host the musical Les Miserables at the Kennedy Center, a Victor Hugo scholar explores the real message behind the novel.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.
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This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/06/la-protests-ice-immigration-trump/683105/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Politics | The ...
          
        

      

      Best of The Atlantic

      
        Stephen Miller Triggers Los Angeles
        Nick Miroff

        Photographs by Robert LeBlancDuring a lull in the chanting outside the federal building targeted by protesters in downtown Los Angeles this week, I walked up behind a hooded young man wearing a mask and carrying a can of spray paint. He began to deface the marble facade in big black letters. WHEN TYRANNY BECOMES LAW, REBELLION BECOMES DUTY--THOMAS JEFFERSON, he wrote, adding his tag, SMO, in smaller font.SMO told me that he is 21, Mexican American, an Angeleno, and a "history buff" who thinks abou...

      

      
        The Supreme Court's Inconsistency Is Very Revealing
        Paul Rosenzweig

        One of the most vital components of the rule of law is a commitment to neutral, principled analysis in which standards are adhered to and similar cases lead to similar conclusions. Such neutrality lies at the core of the courts' promise to be "bulwarks of a limited Constitution," as Alexander Hamilton put it in "Federalist No. 78."That is why the Supreme Court's seeming abandonment of the neutrality principle is so distressing. The most recent example came in the Court's decision last month to al...

      

      
        New York Is Not a Democracy
        Annie Lowrey

        In most parts of the country, this June is a moment of quiescence in the campaign cycle. The president has just been inaugurated. Many House and Senate candidates haven't declared yet. Homes are unmolested by flyers; television watchers are unbothered by advertisements.But it's a different story in New York City, where former Governor Andrew Cuomo is in an improbably close race for mayor with Zohran Mamdani, a 33-year-old democratic socialist and member of the state assembly. In recent weeks, Cuo...

      

      
        Israel's Least Bad Option Is a Trump Deal With Iran
        Arash Azizi

        Updated at 8:20 a.m. ET on June 12, 2025Having once described Donald Trump as Israel's "greatest friend ever," Benjamin Netanyahu must be watching with some consternation as the American president enthusiastically pursues a nuclear deal with Iran.After all, the Israeli prime minister made every effort to stop the Obama administration's Iran deal in 2015. Trump exited that deal in 2018, perhaps partially at Netanyahu's urging. And now Trump is pursuing a deal of his own--his administration has even...

      

      
        Dare to Act Differently and Be 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.In financial circles, the investment strategy many people pursue during chaotic times is known as the "flight to safety." That means dumping risky assets such as stocks and buying safer ones such as government bonds. This is not just a financial strategy, but a human one. When things get chaotic, eliminate your exposure to risk and hunker down. That's the safe bet.Or is it? In 1932, when economic...

      

      
        The Father-Daughter Routine That Transformed Our Family Life
        Jordan Michelman

        In the early years, weekend adventures with my daughter followed a script: a park, a pet store, a local bakery or maybe somewhere for lunch. We'd do it every Saturday, on and on. Now my daughter is nearly 9, and the tone and tenor of our routine has changed. The music we listen to matters more--she's gone from wanting "Baby Shark" to having strong opinions about how Kurt Cobain kind of sounds like a loud, angry version of the Beatles. We still go to bakeries (this is a topic on which we fundamenta...

      

      
        The Singer Who Saw America's Best and Worst
        James Parker

        It's a real American moment out there: battle lines drawn, tear gas drifting, charity and gentleness on their heels. Turn inward, inside ourselves, and it looks even worse, the mind's landscape pocked and blackened with destruction. Can somebody please bring the beautiful music, to carry us up and out?Someone like Sly Stone, who died on Monday at the age of 82. Sly was a born transcender, a natural synthesizer of situations, a raiser of elements to their highest state of possibility. Black, white;...

      

      
        A Stephen King Adaptation With (Almost) No Scares
        Shirley Li

        Of Stephen King's two dozen novellas, The Life of Chuck is among the odder choices to make into a movie. The titular protagonist is an unexceptional accountant. His tale is told backwards, in loosely connected vignettes. And he barely appears in the first act, which follows a teacher making peace with what seems to be the end of the world. The story, as a whole, is heady, elegiac, and rather philosophical: At one point, Chuck wonders "why God made the world."In the wrong hands, such a story would...

      

      
        Two Paths for the Pop Star
        Spencer Kornhaber

        When Miley Cyrus previewed her new album, Something Beautiful, for people in her orbit, they gave her funny feedback: The music was too good. Or at least, they allegedly said, it was too good to be pop.Cyrus exasperatedly relayed this story to Apple Music's Zane Lowe last month. She then listed off "pop" musicians who were definitely good: David Bowie, Madonna, Stevie Nicks. "Pop really gets given a bad name of, like you know, manufactured label creations," she said. "And that's just not what it ...

      

      
        Are Liberals to Blame for the New McCarthyism?
        Jonathan Chait

        The Trump administration is carrying out a brazen crackdown on academic freedom: deporting students for writing op-eds, withholding funds from colleges that defy his control, and justifying it all as a response to anti-Semitism. Who is to blame for this? According to one popular theory on the left, the answer is liberals who have consistently supported free speech and opposed Donald Trump.The logic of this diagnosis has a certain superficial appeal. Many of President Trump's authoritarian moves h...

      

      
        Last Call at the Disaster Department
        Zoe Schlanger

        FEMA now has an end date. President Donald Trump said yesterday that he intends to phase out the Federal Emergency Management Administration after this hurricane season, canceling it like an HBO series. States should lead their own disaster response, he said, suggesting he does not understand that states already do lead disaster response; they just can't do it without an infusion of FEMA dollars and expertise when the disaster is too big. "The governor should be able to handle it," Trump said. Th...

      

      
        The Growing Belief in 'Love at First Sight'
        Faith Hill

        The idea seems so old-fashioned, so sentimental: that you could fall for someone "at first sight," deeply and instantly. It's straight out of the classic romance dramas--Jack's gaze freezing when he sees Rose on the Titanic's deck; The Notebook's Noah lighting up and asking, "Who's this girl?" when he spies Allie across the amusement park. As a general rule, the stuff of popular love stories is not the stuff of real life. We know this, right?Not right, I guess. This year's "Singles in America" sur...

      

      
        Elon and the Genius Trap
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsWas Elon Musk ever a genius? Yes, he revolutionized the electric-car industry and space travel. Yes, he once seemed to represent America's ability to innovate at the cutting edge of technology. But Tim Berners-Lee invented the World Wide Web, and he doesn't regularly appear in headlines as a prominent tech genius. In fact, many well-informed people probably don't even know his name. So what makes one man merely wildly acc...

      

      
        Democrats' Male-Voter Problem
        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 President Donald Trump's behind-the-scenes strategy to subvert the 2026 midterm elections, by creating chaos to justify his use of extreme executive power. David also discusses how Trump's feud with Elon Musk reveals a deeper truth about power in the postdemocracy Republican Party.Then David is joined by Arizona Senator Ruben Gall...

      

      
        'Look, This Show's Good. It's Essentially Moral.'
        Alan Siegel

        In 1992, The Simpsons was one of the most beloved sitcoms on television. Critics adored it; the ratings were climbing higher and higher; the show had entered what fans would eventually come to regard as its funniest period, roughly Seasons 3 through 8.But the animated series still scared some adults. There had never been a boy on network TV as openly irreverent as Bart Simpson, who said "hell" and "damn" and talked back to his teacher. Mere months after the show debuted, in December 1989, schools...

      

      
        A Computer Wrote My Mother's Obituary
        Ian Bogost

        The funeral director said "AI" as if it were a normal element of memorial services, like caskets or flowers. Of all places, I had not expected artificial intelligence to follow me into the small, windowless room of the mortuary. But here it was, ready to assist me in the task of making sense of death.It was already Wednesday, and I'd just learned that I had to write an obituary for my mother by Thursday afternoon if I wanted it to run in Sunday's paper. AI could help me do this. The software woul...

      

      
        Inside America's Death Chambers
        Elizabeth Bruenig

        Art by Peter MendelsundLately, I've been having dreams about my own execution. The nightmares mostly unfold in the same way: I am horrified to discover that I've committed a murder--the victim is never anyone I know but always has a face I've seen somewhere before. I cower in fear of detection, and wonder desperately if I should turn myself in to end the suspense. I am caught and convicted and sentenced to death. And then I'm inside an execution chamber like the ones I've seen many times, strainin...

      

      
        Hitler Used a Bogus Crisis of 'Public Order' to Make Himself Dictator
        Timothy W. Ryback

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Adolf Hitler was a master of manufacturing public-security crises to advance his authoritarian agenda.He used inflammatory tactics and rhetoric to disable constitutional protections for the Weimar Republic's 17 federated states, crushing their leadership and imposing his will on the country. "I myself was once a federalist during my time in the opposition," Hitler told Hans Lex, a Reichstag delegate for the B...

      

      
        Dispatches From the Death Chamber
        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.In the death chambers of the Mississippi Delta, on a rainy night in an Indiana penitentiary, and in the early hours at an Alabama prison, Elizabeth Bruenig has seen three men die. She watched them thrash, draw labored breaths, close their eyes. And then there was the execution that she wasn't allowed to...

      

      
        Why Trump Is Losing His Trade War
        David Frum

        Donald Trump's trade war is fast turning into a fiasco. When the president started the war, Team Trump advertised it as certain to be fast, easy, and cheap. Trump would impose tariffs. The world would yield to his will.The tariffs would do everything at once. They would protect U.S. industry from foreign competition without raising prices, and generate vast revenues that would finance other tax cuts. Americans could eat their cake, continue to have the cake, and trade the same cake for pie--all at...

      

      
        After the Fires: Los Angeles Neighborhoods Start to Rebuild
        Alan Taylor

        Mario Tama / GettyAn aerial view of properties cleared of wildfire debris that were burned in the Eaton Fire on May 22, 2025, in Altadena, California. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers announced that it has cleared 5,000 properties in the Eaton Fire and Palisades Fire burn zones, which represents half of the eligible properties, in just three months.Hans Gutknecht / MediaNews Group / The Los Angeles Daily News / GettyA house is under construction on De Pauw Sreet in Pacific Palisades, after much o...

      

      
        This Is What Trump Does When His Revolution Sputters
        Anne Applebaum

        Revolutions have a logic. The revolutionaries start with a big, transformative, impossible goal. They want to remake society, smash existing institutions, replace them with something different. They know they will do damage on the road to their utopia, and they know people will object. Committed to their ideology, the revolutionaries pursue their goals anyway.Inevitably, a crisis appears. Perhaps many people, even most people, don't want regime change, or don't share the revolutionaries' utopian ...

      

      
        How One Animal Divided Europe
        Jonathan C. Slaght

        In 2012, a young wolf named Slavc loped into the Lessini Mountains of Italy, completing a 1,200-mile route from Slovenia, where he was born. This was a dangerous place for a wolf to settle. The region had been proudly wolf free since about 1860; a stone commemorates the spot where the last one was killed. Slavc, who had been outfitted with a GPS collar by Slovenian biologists, soon encountered a female of his kind, a wanderer from the south. They became a pair--the first pack Lessinia had seen in ...

      

      
        When a Nasty Habit Is Part of Your National Identity
        Gal Beckerman

        On my first weekend living in Paris, I decided I had to learn how to smoke, and quickly. I sat in the dismal studio apartment I shared with a roommate and lit up Gauloise after Gauloise until my face turned a shade of chartreuse. I was an exchange student in the mid-'90s, and this was the intensity I applied to most activities that held the possibility of transforming me into the person I wanted to be. Parisians smoked, and if I aspired to be a Parisian, which I desperately did, then I would smok...
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Stephen Miller Triggers Los Angeles

The protesters gathered in downtown L.A. are a microcosm of the Democratic coalition that has dominated the city for decades.

by Nick Miroff




During a lull in the chanting outside the federal building targeted by protesters in downtown Los Angeles this week, I walked up behind a hooded young man wearing a mask and carrying a can of spray paint. He began to deface the marble facade in big black letters. WHEN TYRANNY BECOMES LAW, REBELLION BECOMES DUTY--THOMAS JEFFERSON, he wrote, adding his tag, SMO, in smaller font.

SMO told me that he is 21, Mexican American, an Angeleno, and a "history buff" who thinks about the Founding Fathers more than the average tagger does. He said he wanted to write something that stood out from the hundreds of places where FUCK ICE now appears.

"I needed a better message that would inspire more people to remember that our history as Americans is deeply rooted in being resistant to the ones who oppress us," he told me. "Our Founding Fathers trusted that we the people would take it into our hands to fight back against a government who no longer serves the people." (The quote, although spurious, captures some of the ideas that Jefferson put into the Declaration of Independence, according to the Thomas Jefferson Foundation.)

Whether what's occurring in Los Angeles is a noble rebellion, a destructive riot, or a bit of both, the protests here have been the most intense demonstrations against President Donald Trump and his policies since he retook office. They were set off by a new, more aggressive phase of Immigration and Customs Enforcement raids across the city last week. But it's important to keep some perspective on the size of the confrontations. Los Angeles County covers more than 4,000 square miles, with a population of 10 million, and across much of that sunny expanse, life has carried on as usual this week.

Missy Ryan and Jonathan Lemire: The White House is delighted with events in Los Angeles

The protesters' focal point has been the federal building in downtown Los Angeles where several Department of Homeland Security agencies, including ICE, have offices. Just across the 101 freeway is the El Pueblo de Los Angeles historic plaza, which marks the site where settlers of Native American, African, and European heritage first arrived in 1781. Nearly every city block in this part of town is taken up by a courthouse or some other stone edifice of law or government, including the Art Deco tower of Los Angeles City Hall. In a city built on shaky ground, these civic structures are meant to project stability and permanence. But L.A.'s layered, fraught history seemed very much on the minds of many demonstrators I spoke with, who told me that they felt like their right to belong--regardless of legal status--was under attack.




Although the crowd of protesters has not been especially large, drawing at most a few thousand people, it has been a microcosm of Los Angeles and the deep-blue Democratic coalition that has dominated the city for decades. It's a mix of young Hispanic people--many the children of first-generation immigrants--and older liberals, college students, and left-wing activists; also present is a contingent of younger, more militant protesters, who have been eager to confront police and inflict damage on the city's buildings and institutions, and film themselves doing it.

At one point on Monday, I watched a group of jumpy teen boys in hoods and masks who appeared no older than 15 or 16 approach one of the last unblemished surfaces on the federal building. One shook a spray can and began writing in large, looping letters. The nozzle wasn't working well, and his friends began to rush him. Trump is a BICH, he wrote, and ran away.

Observing the crowd and speaking with protesters over the past several days, I couldn't help but think of Stephen Miller, the top Trump aide who has ordered immigration officials to arrest and deport more and more people, encouraging them to do so in the most attention-grabbing of ways. The version of Los Angeles represented by the protesters is the one Miller deplores. The city has a voracious demand for workers that, for decades, has mostly looked past legal status and allowed newcomers from around the world to live and work without much risk of arrest and deportation. Trump and Miller have upended that in a way many people here describe as a punch in the face.

Los Angeles, specifically the liberal, upper-middle-class enclave of Santa Monica, is Miller's hometown, and it became the foil for his archconservative political identity. He is often described as the "architect" of Trump's immigration policy, but his role as a political strategist--and chief provocateur--is much bigger than that. It is no fluke that Los Angeles is where Miller could most aggressively assert the ideas he champions in Trump's MAGA movement: mass deportations and a maximal assertion of executive power. No matter if it means calling out U.S. troops to suppress a backlash triggered by those policies.

Conor Friedersdorf: Averting a worst-case scenario in Los Angeles

"Huge swaths of the city where I was born now resemble failed third world nations. A ruptured, balkanized society of strangers," Miller wrote Monday on X. He was attacking Governor Gavin Newsom for suing to reverse the Trump administration's takeover of the California National Guard--the first time the government has federalized state forces since 1965. Trump has also called up 700 U.S. Marines.

Miller was defending the use of force to subdue protesters, but he was really talking about something bigger in his hometown. This was a culture war, with real troops.







What was the spark? On May 21, Miller and Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem brought the heads of ICE's regional offices to Washington for a dressing-down. Trump had promised the largest mass-removal campaign in U.S. history and wanted 1 million deportations a year. ICE officers had been making far more arrests in American communities than under Joe Biden, but they were well short of Trump's desired pace. Miller demanded 3,000 arrests a day--a nearly fourfold increase--and demoted several top ICE officials who weren't hitting their targets.

Miller's push is just a warm-up. The Republican funding bill Trump wants to sign into law by Independence Day would formalize his goal of 1 million deportations annually, and furnish more than $150 billion for immigration enforcement, including tens of billions for more ICE officers, contractors, detention facilities, and removal flights. If Los Angeles and other cities are recoiling now, how will they respond when ICE has the money to do everything Miller wants?

Trump and his "border czar," the former ICE acting director Tom Homan, had been insisting for months that the deportation campaign would prioritize violent criminals and avoid indiscriminate roundups. Miller has told ICE officials to disregard that and to hit Home Depot parking lots.

So they have. The number of arrests reported by ICE has soared past 2,000 a day in recent weeks. Backed by the Border Patrol, the FBI, the Drug Enforcement Administration, and other federal law-enforcement agencies pressed into helping ICE, officers are arresting people who show up for immigration-court appointments or periodic "check-ins" to show that they have remained in compliance with court orders. Last week in Los Angeles, ICE teams began showing up at those Home Depot parking lots and work sites, including a downtown apparel factory. This was a red line for many Angelenos. Protesters told me that it was the moment Miller and Trump went from taunts and trolling to something more personal and threatening. About a third of the city's residents are foreign-born.

Juliette Kayyem: Trump's gross misuse of the National Guard

"This is humiliating," Hector Agredano, a 30-year-old community-college instructor who was demonstrating on Sunday outside a Pasadena hotel, told me. ICE officers were rumored to be staying at the location and two others nearby, drawing dozens of protesters who chanted and carried signs demanding ICE out of LA!

"They are tearing apart our families," Agredano told me. "We will not stand for this. They cannot sleep safely at night while our communities are being terrorized."

Some activists have been trying to track ICE vehicles and show up where officers make arrests to film and protest. More established activist groups are organizing vigils and marches while urging demonstrators to remain peaceful. They have struggled to contain the younger, angrier elements of the crowd downtown who lack their patience.

On Sunday, I watched protesters block the southbound lanes of the 101 until police cleared them with tear gas. Some in the crowd hurled water bottles and debris down at officers and set off bottle rockets and cherry bombs. The police responded with flash-bangs, which detonate with a burst of light. There were so many explosions happening, it wasn't easy to tell if they belonged to the protesters or to law enforcement. I tried approaching a police line, and a boom sounded near my head, ringing my ears.

One group of vandals summoned several Waymo self-driving cars to the street next to the plaza where the city was founded and set them ablaze. People in the crowd hooted and cheered at the leaping flames, and the cars' melting batteries and sensors sent plumes of oily black smoke toward police helicopters circling above. Firetrucks arrived and put out the last of the flames, leaving little piles of gnarled metal. City officials grew more alarmed the following evening, when smaller groups of masked teenagers rampaged through downtown and looted a CVS, an Apple Store, and several other businesses, prompting Mayor Karen Bass to set an 8 p.m. curfew in the area yesterday.

The smoke and flames began shifting attention away from the administration's immigration crackdown.The imagery has been giddily watched by White House officials, and it's fueled speculation that it could create an opening for Miller to attempt to invoke the Insurrection Act. For years he has longingly discussed the wartime power, which would give troops a direct law-enforcement role on U.S. streets, potentially including immigration arrests.




Yesterday, Trump said that he would not allow Los Angeles to be "invaded and conquered by a foreign enemy," and that he would "liberate" the country's second-largest city. His send-in-the-Marines order underscored his apparent eagerness to deal with the demonstrators as combatants, rather than as civilians and American citizens.

Since Trump's announcement, protesters have been on the lookout for the Marines, wondering if their arrival would signal a darker, more violent phase of the government's response. But military officials said today that the Marine units will need to receive more training in civilian deployments before they go to Los Angeles.

Despite the attention on the federalized California National Guard troops, they have had a minimal role so far, standing guard at the entrance to the federal building where SMO and other taggers have left messages for Trump and ICE. Mayor Bass said that about 100 soldiers were stationed there as of today. Trump has activated 4,000, and there are signs that their role is already expanding: Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth posted a photo yesterday of soldiers with rifles and full combat gear standing guard for ICE officers making street arrests. "This We'll Defend," he wrote.

David Frum: For Trump, this is a dress rehearsal

In downtown Los Angeles, though, the LAPD and the California Highway Patrol--which are under the control of the state and local Democratic leaders--have been left to handle violent protesters and looters. By insisting that Trump's troop deployment is unnecessary and provocative, Newsom and Bass are under more pressure to make sure that their forces, not Trump's, can keep a lid on the anger.

Their officers have fired tear gas, flash-bang grenades, and a kind of less-than-lethal projectile known as a sponge grenade that leaves bruises and welts. One Australian television reporter was hit while doing a live report; many others have been shot at point-blank range. Over more than three days of street confrontations, there have been no deaths or reports of serious injuries.

Some protesters gathered up the spent sponge munitions as souvenirs. With a hard foam nose and a thick plastic base, they resemble Nerf darts from hell. I met one protester, carrying a camera, who wore a bandage around his forearm where he'd been struck minutes earlier. Castro--he wouldn't give me his first name--told me that he was a 39-year-old security guard whose parents are from El Salvador. He likened the pain to a sprained ankle. "I was born and raised in Los Angeles. I support, I love, I stand for America. I love the U.S.A.," he told me. "I'm here today to support our people of Los Angeles. That's it."

Some Democrats outside the state have chafed at the sight of protesters waving Mexican flags and those of other nations, which Trump officials have seized upon as evidence of anti-Americanism. Protesters told me the flags of their or their parents' home countries are not intended as a sign of loyalty to another nation. Quite a few protesters waved the Stars and Stripes too, or a hybrid of the American flag and their home country's.

Hailey, a 23-year-old welder carrying a Guatemalan flag, told me she wanted to display her heritage at a protest that brought together people from all over. That was part of belonging to California, she said: "I was born on American soil, but I just think it's appropriate to celebrate where my family is from. And America is supposed to be a celebration of that."

Dylan Littlefield, a bishop who joined a rally on Sunday led by union organizers, told me that he grew up in L.A. with Italian Americans displaying their flag. "No one has ever made a single comment or had any objection to the Italian flag flying, so the people that are making the flag issue now really are trying to create a battle where there's no battle to be had," he said.



The protests against Trump in Los Angeles have picked up, to some extent, where those in Portland left off. In 2020, anti-ICE protesters targeted the federal courthouse in downtown Portland, and DHS sent federal agents and officers to defend the building and confront the crowds. The destructive standoff carried on for months, and the city's Democratic mayor and Oregon's Democratic governor eventually had to use escalating force against rioters. Newsom and Bass seem keen to avoid the price they would pay politically if that were to occur here, but for now they are caught between the need to suppress the violent elements of the protests and their desire to blame the White House for fanning the flames.




Anne Applebaum: This is what Trump does when his revolution sputters

Trump officials say they have delighted in the imagery of L.A. mayhem and foreign-flag waving, but they face a threat, too, if protests spread beyond blue California and become a nationwide movement. That would take pressure off Newsom and Bass.

Doe Hain, a retired teacher I met in Pasadena this week holding a Save Democracy sign for passing motorists, told me that the ICE push into California symbolizes the worst fears of an authoritarian takeover by a president unfazed by the idea of turning troops against Americans. "I don't really think I can protest the existence of ICE as a federal agency, but we can protest the way that they're doing things," Hain said. "They're bypassing people's rights and the laws, and that's not right."

Few people I spoke with said they thought the protests in Los Angeles would diminish, even if more troops arrive in the city. There have been fewer reports of ICE raids since the protests erupted, and one Home Depot I visited on Monday--south of Los Angeles, in Huntington Park--had had only a handful of arrests that day, bystanders told me. ICE teams had moved to other locations in Southern California and the Central Valley. They will surely be back.

At a minimum, Miller and other Trump officials have come away from this round of confrontations with the imagery they wanted. Today, DHS released a none-too-subtle social-media ad with a dark, ominous filter, featuring the flaming Waymos, Mexican flags, looters, and rock throwers. "RESTORE LAW AND ORDER NOW!" it said, with the number for an ICE tip line. It fades out on an image of a burning American flag.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/06/stephen-miller-los-angeles-ice-protests/683138/?utm_source=feed
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The Supreme Court's Inconsistency Is Very Revealing

Justices are supposed to apply principles evenly.

by Paul Rosenzweig




One of the most vital components of the rule of law is a commitment to neutral, principled analysis in which standards are adhered to and similar cases lead to similar conclusions. Such neutrality lies at the core of the courts' promise to be "bulwarks of a limited Constitution," as Alexander Hamilton put it in "Federalist No. 78."

That is why the Supreme Court's seeming abandonment of the neutrality principle is so distressing. The most recent example came in the Court's decision last month to allow President Donald Trump to fire members of two boards--the National Labor Relations Board and the Merit Systems Protection Board--whom Congress had attempted to protect against removal through legislative declarations of independence. In doing so, the Court carved out an arbitrary and unjustified exception to the logic it had otherwise adopted, demonstrating the capricious, politicized nature of its decision making.

To understand the extent of the problems here, begin by considering one of those neutral principles that is, theoretically, to be applied without regard for result: the "unitary executive" doctrine. According to this doctrine, the Constitution says that all officials who exercise executive power in the U.S. government are answerable to the president. It derives its force from both constitutional text and a view that unelected, independent agency bureaucrats are able to obstruct a president's power, and some recourse must be available. Consistent with that view, legal scholars and practitioners who adhere to this theory believe that a president should be able to remove any officer of the United States who exercises executive authority--with good reason or, in their view, without any reason at all (what we lawyers call "removal without cause").

The debate over the limits on a president's removal authority is not an academic exercise about theoretical independence. To the contrary, it can have a very real, practical impact. The 19th-century lawyer and statesman Daniel Webster warned that unlimited removal power "tends to turn the whole body of public officers into partisans, dependents, favorites, sycophants, and man-worshippers." Or as Judge Joseph Story put it in his famous commentary on the Constitution, such a power "may be made, in the hands of a bold and designing man of high ambition and feeble principles, into an instrument of the worst oppression and most vindictive vengeance."

The constitutional authority for independent agencies was first addressed nearly a century ago, in the New Deal era, when the Court carved out an area of executive activity that Congress could permissibly invest with some degree of independence. The oldest of these cases, Humphrey's Executor v. United States, allowed Congress to enact limits on the president's removal power for commissioners of the Federal Trade Commission--providing that they be removed only for "good cause," by which Congress meant some deliberate act of misfeasance. Notably, from a historical perspective, Congress imposed the limits (which the Court held were constitutional) in part to prevent President Franklin D. Roosevelt from firing holdovers from the previous Republican administration who were allegedly thwarting his more liberal policies.

Adam Serwer: Trump is tired of courts telling him he's breaking the law

The Court's Trump v. Wilcox decision last month, permitting Trump to remove the two senior board members, invoked the unitary-executive doctrine. Even though the National Labor Relations Board and the Merit Systems Protection Board are structurally indistinguishable from the FTC (at issue in Humphrey's Executor), the majority concluded that Trump may "remove without cause executive officers who exercise power on his behalf." And so 90 years of law meets its end.

Many conservative legal scholars will approve of this conclusion. Other commentators will think that it too casually discards nearly a century of precedent. But whatever one may think of the underlying principle, both groups could and should hope for its unbiased application. If this is the new rule, then it should apply to all executive agencies.

The specter of that possibility is why one of the strongest arguments against the unitary-executive principle has always been that if it were neutrally applied, it would necessarily allow the president plenary authority over every officer currently considered independent--including, most relevantly, the members of the Federal Reserve Board of Governors and the Federal Open Market Committee. Because the Fed's core task of setting monetary policy is an executive act (for it surely is not legislative), the Fed, in theory, ought to be subject to presidential control.

Such a result would be so disruptive that it is unthinkable. The independence of the Federal Reserve is considered a cornerstone of global economic stability. Multiple times in the past few months, the mere suggestion that Trump might fire the chair, Jerome Powell, has sent the markets into a tailspin. That is not because Powell himself is so beloved (though he has proved a very steady leader), but because markets cannot tolerate the uncertainty and disruption that his dismissal would portend.

Critics have long made a simple counterargument: The unitary-executive doctrine cannot be valid, because it leads to unacceptable results. No principled way of distinguishing the NLRB and the MSPB (as well as a host of other independent agencies) from the Federal Reserve exists. If the loss of independence at the Fed is unthinkable, it can only be because the unitary executive is itself unthinkable.

Quinta Jurecic: What recourse does the Supreme Court actually have?

In an ideal legal world, this sort of argument would be persuasive. For the current Supreme Court, rejecting it required nothing more than inventing a new standard. In a single sentence, the Court tossed off the argument for equivalence, saying, "The Federal Reserve is a uniquely structured, quasi-private entity that follows in the distinct historical tradition of the First and Second Banks of the United States."

This is a remarkably weak argument. Neither of the original banks was a significant executive actor. They were not, for example, authorized to set monetary policy, as is now the Fed's job. And, disturbingly for those who value judicial precision, the authority the Court cited said no such thing. It is almost as if the citation was made up by a hallucinating artificial intelligence.

So the historical analogy breaks down on the merits. It also requires answering this question: How old is old enough? One is left to wonder why the historical tradition of the first two banks (respectively, 240 and 190 years old) is sufficient, but the NLRB's history (it is now 90 years old) and, presumably, the FTC's age (now 110) are not.

There is, sadly, only one plausible conclusion: The Court wanted to endorse the unitary-executive theory, but it created an exception for the Federal Reserve because the implications of its reasoning were too severe to tolerate. Call it the "our theory can't create market catastrophe, so we will arbitrarily carve out the markets" principle, which is no principle at all. It's just artificial line drawing to avoid the consequences of one's own logic.

This is not the only recent instance of the Court ruling by ipse dixit--making law based on unsupported dogmatic assertion rather than judgment. The capricious rejection of principle in the service of conservative political desires has become a habit with this Court.

Adam Serwer: The Supreme Court's 'selective proceduralism' would suffocate the Constitution

Consider, as another example, the Supreme Court's decision overturning 50 years of precedent in Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization. The decision rested on the Court's conclusion that the Constitution contains no substantive text protecting a woman's right to an abortion, and that such unenumerated rights should not be recognized if they are not "deeply rooted in the Nation's history."

Again, one may agree with that principle (and with the Court's history regarding abortion rights), or one may not. But either way, one would expect that the Court would apply the principle neutrally. And if one thinks that the text of the Constitution has no protection for abortion, then, as Justice Clarence Thomas wrote in his concurring opinion, all of the jurisprudential developments that protect sexual intimacy are wrong. In his view, not just abortion but also contraception and same-sex marriage are constitutionally unprotected.

Fair enough, and at least Thomas has the virtue of intellectual consistency. But the implications of his views were so severe that at least one member of the Court felt the need to disavow them. Justice Brett Kavanaugh's concurrence assured the nation that the rule Dobbs created was unique to the abortion context. Trust me, he told us, gay marriage is not at risk.

But that assurance is no more than another instance of making up the rules to suit the situation. If, as Dobbs says, the test is whether a practice is "deeply rooted in the Nation's history," then gay marriage is, if anything, on far thinner ice than abortion, and contraception is not too far behind.

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

Again, if the impartial application of a new rule of law seems to have unacceptable results, the proper answer is to jettison the new rule as untenable, not to adopt it and then artificially carve out an exception.

The promise of unbiased application of the law is why, even if you don't believe he meant it, Chief Justice John Roberts's famous characterization of judges as umpires calling "balls and strikes" was so powerful. Americans don't expect perfection in judges' application of that principle. But the rule of law is, at bottom, a promise to minimize variations when possible.

To be sure, the mitigation of harms is welcomed--I certainly don't want Trump to have the power to fire the Fed chair. But the intellectual dishonesty necessary to reach this result is stunning. Were the justices truly committed to calling balls and strikes, they would recognize that the horrific consequences of their reasoning suggest fault in that reasoning.

It's all a bit reminiscent of Bang the Drum Slowly, a Robert De Niro and Michael Moriarty movie in which the pair play together on a baseball team. They welcome rookies by hazing them in a number of ways, one of which is to introduce them to the card game TEGWAR--"the exciting game without any rules." The pair make up the rules as they go along, reinforcing each other's absurdities ("I just got a double krankle") and confounding the uncomprehending rookies. As a delightful vignette, TEGWAR is a comedic moment in a somber character study. When TEGWAR becomes the analytical methodology for the Supreme Court, it is a tragedy--for the rule of law and for the nation.
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New York Is Not a Democracy

Could ranked-choice voting help Zohran Mamdani beat Andrew Cuomo?

by Annie Lowrey




In most parts of the country, this June is a moment of quiescence in the campaign cycle. The president has just been inaugurated. Many House and Senate candidates haven't declared yet. Homes are unmolested by flyers; television watchers are unbothered by advertisements.

But it's a different story in New York City, where former Governor Andrew Cuomo is in an improbably close race for mayor with Zohran Mamdani, a 33-year-old democratic socialist and member of the state assembly. In recent weeks, Cuomo has whipped up cowbell-ringing members of the carpenters' union in Hudson Square and Mamdani has railed against corporate power in a church in the West Village. They traded barbs with smiles on a debate stage before marching down Fifth Avenue in the National Puerto Rican Day Parade.

They are leading a field of a dozen mayoral candidates who will face off in a ranked-choice election for the Democratic primary on June 24. (Because the city has six times as many registered Democrats as registered Republicans, the Democratic primary is generally the de facto mayoral election.) Instead of picking one person to lead the city, voters will rank up to five candidates. This process is wonkish and confusing. But it ensures that similar candidates do not split a constituency. This, proponents of ranked-choice voting say, is the most democratic form of democracy.

Cuomo is likely to get more first-choice votes than any other candidate. But he's not projected to win an outright majority, meaning that the ranked-choice system would kick in. Candidate after candidate would get knocked out and their supporters' votes reapportioned. In the end, the political scion with a multimillion-dollar war chest and blanket name recognition could lose to the young Millennial whom few New Yorkers had heard of as of last year. One new survey, by Data for Progress, shows Cuomo ultimately defeating Mamdani by two points, within the margin of error. Another poll shows Mamdani with more support than Cuomo.

Seeing a no-name upstart attempt to upset a brand-name heavyweight is thrilling. But the system has warped the political calculus of the mayoral campaign. Candidates who might have dropped out are staying in. Candidates who might be attacking one another on their platforms or records are instead considering cross-endorsing. Voters used to choosing one contender are plotting out how to rank their choices. Moreover, they are doing so in a closed primary held in the June of an odd year, meaning most city residents will not show up at the polls anyway. If this is democracy, it's a funny form of it.

Voters certainly have a surfeit of choice.

Cuomo's got a fat resume. He was secretary of Housing and Urban Development under Bill Clinton, attorney general of New York, and governor of New York. His centrist but decidedly Democratic politics probably best match the city's constituents'. He's promising good schools, a working subway, tax cuts, and more housing while bashing other candidates for failing to support the police and being soft on anti-Semitism. He's got a ton of money, having garnered $3.9 million in direct donations and the support of a $13 million super PAC. (Its biggest donor is DoorDash.)

Xochitl Gonzalez: New York belongs to Trump now

Still, it would be hard to overstate how many people hate the guy, and how much. Cuomo's a glowering hothead and an unreformed bully who resigned from the governorship in 2021 after nearly a dozen women made sexual-harassment claims against him and a scandal erupted over his COVID policies and nursing-home deaths. (He regrets quitting.) He swooped into the mayoral race when it was clear there was no strong frontrunner. He carpetbagged in, too; until recently, Cuomo was living in Westchester County, as philosophically distant from the city as it is physically proximate. He's now bunking in his daughter's $8,000-a-month apartment in Midtown East. Asked for his bagel order, Cuomo told The New York Times that he gets an English muffin.

Even Cuomo's supporters don't seem to like him much. Their argument for him is practical. He gets things done. He's realistic. He's tough. He'd stand up to Donald Trump. He's an asshole, but he's our asshole and, these days, the city might need an asshole running it. "I am the last person on this stage that Mr. Trump wants to see as mayor," Cuomo said in a debate. "That's why I should be the first choice for the people of the city."

Mamdani is Cuomo's rumpled, earnest foil. His resume is thin; he worked as a campaign operative for a few years before winning a state assembly seat in 2020. He is a leftist in the Bernie mold, with a raft of great-sounding policies. Free buses! Free child care! Cheap groceries! Frozen rents! But a lot of these are impractical at best. Free buses would deprive the MTA of needed revenue. Free child care would require a mammoth tax hike that Albany would need to approve, which it has shown no interest in doing. Cheap groceries, Mamdani says, could be provided by new city-run stores--which would compete with existing bodegas, delis, and supermarkets owned and staffed by New Yorkers. A rent freeze would help people who live in rent-controlled apartments but inhibit housing construction, making the cost-of-living crisis worse.

Jerusalem Demsas: Buses Shouldn't Be Free

One thing the candidates share, I suppose, is that both get accused of being nepo babies. Mamdani's mother made the 1991 indie romance Mississippi Masala. Cuomo's father was governor of New York.

Mamdani doesn't have big money, personally or politically. And he doesn't have great name recognition; a quarter of New Yorkers say they don't know enough about him to have formed an opinion. Yet polls indicate that four times as many New Yorkers like Mamdani as dislike him. He's dominating the social-media primary, churning out sweetly dorky TikToks and Instagram posts. (Mamdani doesn't jump on trends or join in memes. He just posts. It works!) His campaign has an astonishing ground game: His volunteers are knocking on 100,000 doors a week.

Alongside Cuomo and Mamdani are a number of skilled and reputable candidates, each of whom could make a great mayor but none of whom seems to have the charisma, cash, or name recognition to break through. Not one is garnering more than single-digit support in the polls, including Adrienne Adams, the speaker of the New York City Council; Zellnor Myrie and Jessica Ramos, state senators; Brad Lander, the city comptroller; and Scott Stringer, a former comptroller.

As these candidates have failed to win significant support, Cuomo has focused on Mamdani, painting him, not incorrectly, as inexperienced. "Trump would go through Mr. Mamdani like a hot knife through butter," he said in a debate. "He's been in government 27 minutes. He passed three bills." Cuomo has also promised sensible policy making. "We wouldn't need more police if we didn't defund them in the first place. In my first 30 days, I will take every homeless person off the trains and the subway stations and get them the help they need."

Noah Shachtman: New York City's chaos mayor

Mamdani has countered by arguing--again, not incorrectly--that Cuomo is beholden to the city's millionaires and billionaires. "I don't have experience with corrupt Trump billionaires who are funding my campaign," he said. "I do have experience, however, with winning $450 million in debt relief for thousands of working-class taxi drivers."

At this point in the campaign, such arguments seem to have taken each candidate as far as he can go. Cuomo hasn't done much public campaigning, instead making private entreaties to powerful unions, rich people, and religious leaders in the city's Black and Jewish communities. (Cuomo has near-majority support among Orthodox voters. Mamdani, a onetime supporter of the BDS movement, polls around zero percent among those voters.) Cuomo just won the influential endorsement of Mike Bloomberg. For his part, Mamdani has electrified the city's leftists and been endorsed by Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez but might fail to broaden his base of support enough to win outright.

Without ranked-choice voting, Cuomo would probably steamroll his competition. With ranked-choice voting, Mamdani could defeat him. In Data for Progress's recent poll, 37 percent of voters ranked Cuomo first, and 31 percent ranked Mamdani first. But as the weakest candidates were knocked out and their votes redistributed, Mamdani closed the gap. Other simulations show Cuomo with a greater margin of victory, but the general pattern is the same.

Ranked-choice voting might better reflect voter preferences, but it is chaotic, requiring extra strategizing by both candidates and voters. To keep Cuomo out of Gracie Mansion, some candidates have said that they are contemplating cross-endorsing Mamdani, telling their supporters to rank them first and him second. Unions and political groups are endorsing multiple candidates; many are pushing a simple "Don't rank Cuomo" message. (Ramos, an exception, has thrown her support behind Cuomo while remaining in the race, saying he has "experience, toughness, and the knowledge to lead New York").

Andrew Yang ran for mayor in 2021, the first time the city used the system. He led the primary for mayor before losing ground to Eric Adams. Realizing he would not win, Yang cross-endorsed Kathryn Garcia, a former sanitation commissioner. She came within 7,200 votes of Adams but lost.

"I thought, Well, shoot, if I have a chance to potentially influence the outcome if I don't win ..." Yang told me when I called him last week. "I'm someone who believes in ranked-choice voting's power to bring together coalitions." He also noted that ranked-choice voting reduced negative campaigning. But that could make it harder for voters to make informed decisions, I pointed out. Lander and Adrienne Adams haven't pummeled Mamdani as they might have in a standard primary, because doing so might rankle Mamdani supporters, who might refuse to rank them.

Michael Powell: How it all went wrong for Eric Adams

The system demands more from voters. Instead of choosing a single candidate, voters have to figure out what they think about every candidate, then produce an ordinal ranking on the basis of their own feelings and calculations about who seems likeliest to win. It's a lot of work, and not work that normal people seem to relish. Ranked-choice voting might also diminish some voters' influence. In 2021, Black, Latino, and Asian voters were less likely than non-Latino white voters to rank a full slate of candidates, in effect curtailing their electoral power.

Despite these drawbacks, a growing number of jurisdictions are adopting ranked-choice voting: Washington, D.C., will use the system for elections starting next year, and smaller cities are implementing it as well.

The fact that many elections are decided in primaries is its own problem, and a big one. In 2021, just one in 10 New York City residents voted in the June election. Eric Adams became mayor having been ranked first by only 289,403 people in a city of more than 8 million. The prominence of the primary helps big-name candidates and incumbents. Holding elections in off years skews races to the right, because conservative voters are more likely to show up at odd times.

Whether Cuomo or Mamdani wins this month, New Yorkers might have another chance to decide between them. After this annoyingly chaotic primary, we could have an annoyingly chaotic election: If Mamdani loses, he might run in the general on the Working Families Party ticket. If Cuomo loses, he might run in the general as an independent, as will the disgraced incumbent, Eric Adams. At least, in that election, voters won't be asked to rank their favorite, just to pick one.
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Israel's Least Bad Option Is a Trump Deal With Iran

New rounds of military strikes won't make the region more stable, but a nuclear agreement could.

by Arash Azizi




Updated at 8:20 a.m. ET on June 12, 2025

Having once described Donald Trump as Israel's "greatest friend ever," Benjamin Netanyahu must be watching with some consternation as the American president enthusiastically pursues a nuclear deal with Iran.

After all, the Israeli prime minister made every effort to stop the Obama administration's Iran deal in 2015. Trump exited that deal in 2018, perhaps partially at Netanyahu's urging. And now Trump is pursuing a deal of his own--his administration has even dropped a number of Iran hawks from its ranks, in what one pro-Israel D.C. outlet described as a "purge."

But Israel's leaders shouldn't fear a new Iran nuclear deal. They may even find reasons to welcome it: Among a host of bad options for curbing Iran's nuclear program and pacifying a volatile region, a nuclear agreement between Trump and Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei could be the least bad option for Israel, too.

The need for a solution became more pressing just today, as the United Nations nuclear watchdog's board of governors has found Iran in violation of its nuclear obligations for the first time in 20 years--a possible prelude to the resumption of significant UN sanctions against Iran. American and European officials say that Israel is preparing a military strike against Iran, and the U.S. has moved some of its personnel out of the region in preparation. The Iranian foreign ministry described the UN watchdog report as political and said that it will establish a new enrichment center "in a secure location."

No strike is likely to happen before the next round of talks on Sunday. And both the U.S. and Iran have compelling reasons to want a deal to stick. The Trump administration, stymied in Ukraine and Gaza, could use a foreign-policy win, and the Iranian regime, having lost its regional proxy power, would prefer to avoid military strikes on its nuclear facilities and to see some sanctions lifted. On Thursday, Trump called the Iranians "good negotiators" who were "tough" and said the U.S. was "trying to make a deal so that there's no destruction and death."

Any agreement will require the two sides to reach an accord about whether Iran should maintain a capacity to enrich uranium on its own soil. The U.S., together with Israel, has strongly objected to any such prospect. "WE WILL NOT ALLOW ANY ENRICHMENT OF URANIUM!" Trump wrote on Truth Social on June 2. The Iranians insist on it--and, for their part, are playing a game of reverse psychology: "This Guy Has No Will for a Deal," read a headline in the semiofficial Tehran Times on June 7, referencing Trump.

Steven Witkoff, the Trump administration's top negotiator, has proffered a plan that reportedly suggests outsourcing Iran's uranium enrichment to a regional consortium. The enrichment would be for civilian purposes, and the consortium would include Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and possibly Qatar and Turkey. The idea is to remove the technical capacity from Iranian hands and internationalize the process. Whether this consortium would do its work on Iranian soil or elsewhere, however, is not clear. And as Richard Nephew, an American diplomat who helped negotiate the 2015 nuclear deal, told me, this is the nub of the issue--"centrifuges in Iran"--in relation to which "a consortium is window-dressing."

Read: Trump's real secretary of state

Mostafa Najafi, a Tehran-based expert close to Iran's security establishment, told me that Iran has "seriously studied" Washington's consortium proposal and could accept it only if at least some enrichment were to be done on Iranian soil. One option might be to use Iran's islands in the Persian Gulf for this purpose, he added. These are part of Iran but geographically close to Saudi Arabia and the UAE, and therefore easier to monitor than the mainland.

For Israel, the matter of where the enrichment happens is nonnegotiable. "Israel would be willing to accept the consortium solution only if it is located outside of Iran, a condition that Iran, of course, will not accept," Raz Zimmt, the head of the Iran program at Israel's Institute for National Security Studies, told me. "This is Israel's official stance, and it enjoys near-unanimous support across the Israeli political spectrum." The reasons for this are understandable: Iran's leaders, unlike many of their counterparts in the region, have never embraced a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and instead continue to clamor for the destruction of Israel. Just last month, Khamenei called Israel "a cancerous, dangerous, and deadly tumor that must be removed from the region and it will be." Israeli leaders are worried that a deal with Iran will not go far enough in disabling it from acting on its animus against Israel.

In fact, hard-line Israelis cannot envision a solution to the Iranian nuclear problem that doesn't involve the total dismantlement of its centrifuges and expatriation of its uranium. That's because the means to weaponize are already there. Even those, including Nephew, who advocate for a new deal caution that Iran's enrichment capacity has increased in the seven years since Trump left the 2015 agreement. Iran now has enough enriched uranium that if it sought to weaponize, it could build as many as 10 atomic weapons. Even if it shipped that stockpile elsewhere, the country would still have its advanced centrifuges. With these, experts say, Iran could hold on to just 5 percent of its current stockpile and still be able to enrich enough weapons-grade uranium for a bomb inside of a month, and four bombs' worth in two months.

Given this reality, according to Zimmt, the Israeli government believes that it is running out of time to stop Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons. And to this end, he told me,  "Israel clearly prefers no deal over a bad deal," because without a deal, military strikes become thinkable. Many in Israel see such a confrontation as the best option--even though Iran's nuclear facilities are spread across its territory, and some are buried deep underground, making any military campaign likely to be drawn-out, complicated, and hazardous.

The analysts I spoke with did not see much lasting good coming of such an assault. Nephew noted that the setback to Iran's nuclear program would likely be temporary and said that Israel would be "infinitely better off with a good deal." Gregory Brew, an analyst with the Eurasia Group, pointed out that Iran's regional proxies have been so weakened that Israel is in a particularly strong position at the moment. A negotiated settlement to the nuclear question could allow Israel to build on its advantage by pursuing closer ties to Arab states. This "would be a win for Israeli security and the region as a whole," Brew said.

Back in 2015, the Arab states of the Gulf region were leery of a U.S.-Iran nuclear deal. They had poor relations with Iran and worried that an agreement might exclude their interests. Now those relations have softened, and most of the Gulf states are eager for an arrangement that could cool the region's tempers. Their support for diplomacy should be good news for Israel, which already has diplomatic, trade, and military ties with two Gulf countries (the UAE and Bahrain). The Saudis have conditioned normalization on Israel's allowing for a Palestinian state, but their language is pragmatic--Riyadh's overwhelming interest appears to be in economic development, which regional conflict only undermines.

A nuclear deal that draws in the Gulf states would undoubtedly serve to better integrate Iran into the region's economy. Some in Israel may balk at this idea, preferring to see Iran isolated. But there is a case to be made that giving Iran a stake in regional peace and stability would do more to de-radicalize its foreign policy than caging it has done.

Some in Israel remain skeptical. "I don't believe that Saudi or Emirati participation in the deal carries any real significance," Zimmt said. "It's not something that would reassure Israel, certainly not before normalization with Saudi Arabia, and not even necessarily afterward." Other Israeli critics of Trump and Witkoff chastise them for mistaking the ideologically driven actors of the Middle East for transactional pragmatists like themselves.

Daniel Byman: Trump is making Netanyahu nervous

But leaders and peoples--in Riyadh, Abu Dhabi, Damascus, Beirut--have grown tired of wars around religion and ideology, and many are ready to pursue development instead. This explains why Syria's new leaders have embraced Trump and promised not to fight Israel. Iran is not immune to this new regional mood.

Iranian elites have reason to fear that the failure of talks will bring about devastating military strikes. But they also have reason to hope that the lifting of sanctions, and even a partial opening for the country's beleaguered economy, will be a boon to some of the moneyed interests close to the regime. Najafi told me that Iran already has a shared interest with Arabs in trying to avoid a confrontation between Israel and Iran: "Arabs know that any military action by Israel against Iran could destroy their grand developmental projects in the region," he said. I've talked with Iranian elites for years. Most of them have no interest in Islamism or any other ideology. They send their sons and daughters to study in American and Swiss universities, not to Shiite seminaries in Iraq or Lebanon. Khamenei's zealotry is very unlikely to outlive him in Iran's highest echelons of power.

A diplomatic deal, however flawed, will not only curtail Iran's nuclear program but also put the country on a path defined by its economic and pragmatic interests. A more regionally integrated Iran is likely to be much less belligerent, as it will have relations with the Saudis and Emiratis to maintain. The regime will likely be forced to drop many of its revolutionary pretensions, as it already has toward Saudi Arabia: Iran once considered the kingdom illegitimate, but it now goes out of its way to maintain good ties with Riyadh. Although this might sound unthinkable today, ultimately the regime will have to drop its obsession with Israel as well, for the same pragmatic reason that Arab countries have done in the past.

The alternative to a deal is an extensive military campaign--most likely, a direct war between Iran and Israel--with unpredictable consequences. The notion that such a confrontation would lead to positive political change in Iran is a fantasy. Just as likely, the regime will hunker down under duress, prolonging its hold on power. This is why even the most pro-Israel figures in the Iranian opposition, such as former Crown Prince Reza Pahlavi, oppose military strikes on Iran.

Iran's population harbors very little hostility to Israel. A group of student activists recently tried to organize an anti-Israel rally at the University of Tehran, but only a couple of dozen people joined them, a small fraction of those who have turned out for rallies in Cairo, Amman, or New York City. But a direct war that costs Iranian civilian lives would easily change this.

The future of Iran and Israel does not need to lie in hostility. That's why a deal that keeps Iran from going nuclear and avoids military strikes is the least bad option for everyone.
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Dare to Act Differently and Be Happier

What seems the safe option is not necessarily the best one in challenging times.

by Arthur C. Brooks




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

In financial circles, the investment strategy many people pursue during chaotic times is known as the "flight to safety." That means dumping risky assets such as stocks and buying safer ones such as government bonds. This is not just a financial strategy, but a human one. When things get chaotic, eliminate your exposure to risk and hunker down. That's the safe bet.

Or is it? In 1932, when economic circumstances were far scarier than anything we face today--unemployment had soared to 23.6 percent and economic growth was negative 12.9 percent--Franklin D. Roosevelt, who was running for president that year, gave a speech at Oglethorpe University, in Atlanta, in which he proposed experimenting and risk-taking as a response to trouble. "It is common sense to take a method and try it," he told the students. "If it fails, admit it frankly and try another. But above all, try something." He won, and he did try something--launching the New Deal, which permanently changed the role of the federal government in American life.

Just as the flight to safety has a human dimension beyond financial advice, Roosevelt's exhortation to adopt an experimental mindset holds a daring bit of advice for all of us--one that applies not just to our economic choices but to our life more generally. Are you in a period of particular personal turbulence, feeling like a cork tossed about in currents beyond your control? Is your well-being showing red numbers as the American economy was in 1932? Consider what FDR famously went on to say at his inauguration in 1933: "The only thing we have to fear is fear itself." Forget flying to safety in your old routines and familiar habits. Instead, go experiment with your happiness.

Read: The United States of fear

So what might a happiness experiment be? In effect, the academic literature that I cite almost every week in this column is loaded with examples. Such studies are behavioral interventions that, in their scientific methodology, are designed to mimic the sort of clinical trials used in testing new drugs; these tests are considered the gold standard for establishing causality.

Take, for example, a 2022 experiment about gratitude that was published in the journal Affective Science. College students recruited to this psychological study were randomly given one of four assignments: write a letter expressing gratitude to someone (without sending it), text someone a gratitude message, share a post about gratitude on social media, or make a list of ordinary daily activities. (In this experiment, the last group is the control, meaning no gratitude intervention is involved.) All three of the gratitude-sharing methods led to higher feelings of life satisfaction for the assigned participants compared with those in the control group.

This finding offers information that should be extremely useful for ordinary life: If you want to get happier, simply adopt a protocol of regularly thinking about someone for whom you feel grateful and telling them so. Maybe so, but we need to bear in mind an important proviso: This is an excellent study, but there are no absolute guarantees that you will see the same effect in your life--because either you or your benefactor for whom you're grateful might be an outlier or have some special circumstance that creates an exception. In fact, no experiment, however perfectly designed, can guarantee a constant result.

Still, that 2022 paper is good evidence that this approach to gratitude is worth trying in your own, private experiment. You might not think of it in these terms, but you probably already conduct experiments in many areas of your life. For example, if all of your friends are following a particular TV show and rave about it, you are unlikely to say to yourself, My tastes might be different, so I'm not going to bother watching it. You'll probably try it yourself to see. After watching an episode, you'll see how you feel--or, to put it in more formal language, you will gauge your well-being level to see if the intervention had a positive effect. If you think it has, you keep watching; if not, you don't.

This isn't a perfect method--there's no control group, and you are a sample of one!--but if you reconceive this process as your own experimental practice, it can yield many new ideas and habits for your life. This mindset can be really productive, especially when times are rough and you need to get out of a rut.

Arthur C. Brooks: Measuring your happiness can help improve it

When measuring happiness, researchers have generally found the strongest positive results after focusing their experiments in a few specific areas. One 2023 literature review, in the journal Nature Human Behaviour, looked at 57 recent happiness studies and found that the most common happiness interventions were in the areas of gratitude, social interaction, mindfulness, exercise, and exposure to nature. (One job of such a systematic review is to assess the quality of available research; in this case, the study found that the gratitude experiment I cited above was among the most flawlessly executed.) An important common feature of the interventions involved in these studies is that they aim to disrupt the behavioral routines and habits that reduce people's well-being. I mention this trait because it's exactly why you might need the experimental mindset in your life.

If you feel you could do with a happiness boost, and are willing to do something different, try out these protocols for each of Nature Human Behaviour's five buckets:

Week one: gratitude 
 Each day for a week, start your morning by thinking for five minutes about someone who has improved your life. If that person is no longer alive, write them a note and keep it for yourself. If the individual is still living, send them a quick text or email.

Week two: social interaction 
 Each day when you are in public, make a point of speaking in a friendly way with a stranger for just a few minutes. This could be the person sitting next to you on the bus or subway, or it might be someone walking their dog in your neighborhood.

Week three: mindfulness 
 For 10 minutes first thing in the morning, put away your phone, sit quietly in a comfortable place, and simply pay attention to what is happening around you. Make a nonjudgmental note of what you see and what you happen to hear, and be aware of your other sensations, such as sunlight, temperature, and odors.

Week four: exercise 
 Try to fit in a workout for at least half an hour each morning. If you haven't done so in a long time--or ever--get up early every day and just walk outside for an hour, or run if you like. Whatever the activity, do it without a device so you are fully present in the experience.

Week five: nature 
 Find a green space in your environment, and visit it each day for half an hour, weather permitting. If doing so is possible, sit on the grass and touch it with your hands.

To get the full benefit of making each activity your own personal experiment, write down the results. Every day, you should track a few metrics by rating variables such as positive and negative mood levels, overall life satisfaction, and your sense of connectedness with others. When each week's experiment is complete, keep collecting your data to see whether the positive effects you recorded during the test endure or evaporate. If you follow this approach, I can virtually guarantee that you will end up with fewer negative habits and more positive ones. The ultimate success of your home-laboratory testing will be a measurable rise in your well-being.

Arthur C. Brooks: Are you dreaming too big?

Especially when chaos strikes, pursuing this experimental philosophy will feel neither comfortable nor natural at first. This is what Roosevelt told his young audience about that challenge in his 1932 commencement address:

Probably few will disagree that the goal is desirable. Yet many, of faint heart, fearful of change, sitting tightly on the roof-tops in the flood, will sternly resist striking out for it, lest they fail to attain it. Even among those who are ready to attempt the journey there will be violent differences of opinion as to how it should be made.


Experimenting will get easier as you experience greater success and have fun doing it. Furthermore, your experiments will spark curiosity and imitation in others, as they see you changing yourself for the better, even in a difficult outside world. They might even try it themselves--in which case your own progress will be a gift to others. As FDR concluded, "May every one of us be granted the courage, the faith and the vision to give the best that is in us."
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The Father-Daughter Routine That Transformed Our Family Life

In my household, Saturday is "Dad-urday."

by Jordan Michelman




In the early years, weekend adventures with my daughter followed a script: a park, a pet store, a local bakery or maybe somewhere for lunch. We'd do it every Saturday, on and on. Now my daughter is nearly 9, and the tone and tenor of our routine has changed. The music we listen to matters more--she's gone from wanting "Baby Shark" to having strong opinions about how Kurt Cobain kind of sounds like a loud, angry version of the Beatles. We still go to bakeries (this is a topic on which we fundamentally agree as father and child), but now we can also talk about what we enjoy at them (both the pastries and the fact that we're supporting small businesses in the city we love).

Conceptually, what my family has come to call "Dad-urday" grew out of a common parenting-duo problem: Sometimes, even though my wife and I believe in sharing household duties equally, one person will end up doing more kid-related labor than the other. This, I will admit (with some discomfort and guilt), fairly accurately depicts my family situation. Although I do parent throughout the week, I travel a lot for work, which means my wife has had to take on many an early morning alone.

So we designated Saturday mornings as my time to wake up with our daughter: make breakfast, watch some cartoons, then get ready to go out for a bit. I bring my wife a cup of coffee in bed and let her snuggle with our needy, oddball house cats--and allow her a full morning to herself. Dad-urday was a logistical decision that turned into a ritual, one that's become an anchor to my life: I design my work calendar around it and always try to fly home by Friday night.

Read: The default-parent problem

When my daughter was tiny and refused to sleep on a regular schedule at home, our Saturdays involved a lot of naps (hers, not mine), and I acted as a sort of baby-sleep chauffeur. The back of my Volkswagen was the only place she would snooze soundly--after a habitual 30-minute period of screaming-infant Sturm und Drang--so I would drive her around for hours on end, looping through neighborhoods and cruising up and down the hills of our Oregon town.

But soon enough, as my daughter got a little older, Dad-urday became more dynamic: We'd talk over the day's agenda and debate which park to visit. Some weeks, she'd choose one with elaborate climbing equipment; others, she'd want one with trails and streams to traverse. Afterward we'd visit a store called Pets on Broadway because I love animals and so does she. It's like a zoo in there, with fish and lizards and guinea pigs and a cat-adoption station, and we'd always get a treat or toy to bring home for our kitties.

Every Dad-urday, we aim to be out of the house until at least the early afternoon. This creates an uninterrupted period in which my daughter is the only person I'm talking to, and vice versa--me the planner, seeking order through scheduling, plotting out the best spot to have lunch ahead of an afternoon movie; she the great adventurer, up for anything, ready to let 10 a.m. become 3 p.m. if the getting is good at the park with the epic zip line.

Now that my daughter is way bigger, our days reflect her changing interests and greater maturity. She's learning to play the guitar, so I've been subjecting her to my Millennial-with-Boomer-tastes CD wallet: Jerry Garcia, the Kinks, J Dilla, XTC. We roam around and visit music shops, plugging guitars into cool amps and fiddling with distortion and delay pedals, behavior that the guitar-shop bros seem willing to tolerate in small doses.

Read: I still get called daddy-mommy

Our conversations have also expanded to encompass the wider world and its fundamental truths. The other day, on our way to pick up some kimchi, my daughter demanded to know, in detail, the difference between a pickle (like the ones we had in a jar in the fridge) and kimchi, which I had previously--and not entirely accurately--described as "a style of Korean pickle." By the end of the chat, I was talking about the different preserving and fermenting traditions of various cuisines, and she was ready to conduct a taste test when we got back home. Another development: Whenever we order lunch, my daughter now has an ideal deli sandwich (turkey, cheddar, sourdough, light mayo). I find it charming, but it also feels like some kind of passage into adulthood, the fact that my child knows herself well enough to dictate her preferences to the deli guy. If her grandfather or great-grandfather, who both knew their way around a deli, were here, they would be positively verklempt.

When we go to a park, I get to see other ways in which my daughter's personality has expanded. I listen to her rattling off the name and subspecies of every bird we glimpse. I watch her being kind to younger kids on the climbing wall. She is almost too big for a lot of the equipment--on certain sets of monkey bars, her toes nearly touch the ground--yet she calls over every couple of minutes, asking me to observe some feat of gymnastic glory. She still needs me to watch her on the playground, at least for now.

I can imagine that to some people, "Dad-urday" might just sound like a cutesy rebrand for "parenting." But something about putting a name to the ritual has helped underscore for me exactly how precious my time with my daughter is--and how swiftly it moves. A consistent routine we share each week allows me to easily track her growth, as with height marks on a doorframe. And in my mind, under "Dad-urday," I now have a memory archive of hundreds of Saturdays with my kid, which allows me to reflect on the changes over the course of her childhood, and the changes within myself, more clearly.

Of course, nobody bats a thousand. Some weekends, if my daughter has a Saturday-morning birthday party or some other peg in her byzantine social schedule, we opt instead for a cheeky "Sun-dad." And every so often we'll miss a weekend. That makes the rest of the week feel out of balance, as if I'm missing some core part of myself. You see, I've come to love who I am on Dad-urday: gentler, more patient, more present and aware of the beauty of the world, because my daughter and I are seeing it together.

Before I wrote this essay, by the way, I sat down with my kid and talked with her about it. I'm careful about what I share online, and like many parents, I feel conflicted about creating content out of intimate moments. But my daughter told me, in her kind, self-assured way, that she thought writing about Dad-urday was a great idea--because she wanted other kids to get to have Dad-urdays, too.
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The Singer Who Saw America's Best and Worst

Sly Stone fused joyful visions of the country with a deep understanding of its worst ills.

by James Parker




It's a real American moment out there: battle lines drawn, tear gas drifting, charity and gentleness on their heels. Turn inward, inside ourselves, and it looks even worse, the mind's landscape pocked and blackened with destruction. Can somebody please bring the beautiful music, to carry us up and out?

Someone like Sly Stone, who died on Monday at the age of 82. Sly was a born transcender, a natural synthesizer of situations, a raiser of elements to their highest state of possibility. Black, white; R&B, rock; politics, carnival; great taste, screaming excess; heaven and Earth: He put it all together. On a tight curve of musical euphoria, he led his people--which was everybody, or so he claimed--out of conflict. The opposing force was in him too, equally strong as it turned out: drag, downwardness, drugs, isolation. Who in the world would ever have the power to shut him down? Only Sly himself. It's remarkable that he lived as long as he did.

But in his glorious and self-consuming prime--'68 to '71, roughly--he harmonized the energies that were tearing and would continue to tear this country to pieces. Dangerous work, highly exposed, but he made it look like a party. And in the floating jubilee that was his band, the Family Stone, he gave America a vision of itself: racially and emotionally integrated, celestially oriented, if not healed then at least open to healing.

What to listen to, right now, as you're reading this? You could start with 1969's "Stand!" A circus crash of cymbal, a burlesque snare roll, and away we go: "Stand, in the end, you'll still be you / One that's done all the things you set out to do." The vocals are airy, haughtily enunciated in the high hippie style, and embellished with happy trills; the melody chugs along with a nursery-rhyme simplicity that is somehow underwired by knowingness: innocence and experience conjoined. (The Beatles were very good at this too, but Sly's true peer in this area, oddly, was a later songwriter: Kurt Cobain.) And the lyrics are classic Sly: a pinch of psychedelic double-talk--"You have you to complete and there is no deal"--and an ounce of street knowledge.

The song rises and falls, jogging on the spot as it were, but with a building gospel crescendo of a half-chorus--"Stand! Stand! Stand!"--that seems to presage or demand release. And release is granted, unforgettably. It comes out of nowhere, with less than a minute of music left: a sudden loop of chiming, uplifted, militant, and taut-nerved funk, resolving/unresolving, tension and deliverance together, guitars locked; the drummer, Greg Errico, is thrashing out an ecstatic double-time pattern on his hi-hat (and doing it, if you watch the live footage, with one hand).

Read: The undoing of a great American band

From "Stand!" you might go to 1970's "Thank You (Falettinme Be Mice Elf Agin)." Everything in America is one year worse, one year more violent and bummed-out, and although the music stays celebratory (with a finger-popping bass line from Larry Graham that famously invented the next two decades of funk playing), lyrically, Sly is darkening: "Lookin' at the devil / Grinnin' at his gun / Fingers start shakin' / I begin to run." He quotes himself, his own (very recent) hits, his own nostrums of positivity, in a charred-by-time kind of way, "Different strokes for different folks" right next to a new observation, "Flamin' eyes of people fear burnin' into you." We're on course here for the Sly-in-ruins of 1971's There's a Riot Goin' On, his woozy sayonara to the years of greatness. Druggy and drum-machined, with a rippling American flag on the cover, Riot is the album that most directly connects him to the present situation.

Decades of obscurity followed--which is a cliche, but he lived it, as durably and intensely as he had lived the cliche of superstardom. "The pure products of America go crazy," as William Carlos Williams said. And now he's left us, when once again brutality is massing behind its shields, and once again compassion has acquired the nobility of true folly. All very familiar to Sly the avatar. I can't stop thinking about these lines from "Stand!," so wistfully prophetic, so half-encouraging, so dead-on predictive of our mass retreat into the space behind our eyes: "Stand, don't you know that you are free / Well, at least in your mind if you want to be."
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A Stephen King Adaptation With (Almost) No Scares

<em>The Life of Chuck</em> takes a difficult-to-translate novella and turns it into a feel-good film.

by Shirley Li




Of Stephen King's two dozen novellas, The Life of Chuck is among the odder choices to make into a movie. The titular protagonist is an unexceptional accountant. His tale is told backwards, in loosely connected vignettes. And he barely appears in the first act, which follows a teacher making peace with what seems to be the end of the world. The story, as a whole, is heady, elegiac, and rather philosophical: At one point, Chuck wonders "why God made the world."

In the wrong hands, such a story would become inert on-screen. Its sentimentality could easily come across as maudlin, its structure too confusing to follow. The Life of Chuck's director, Mike Flanagan, has become something of a King whisperer, however, after bringing two of the author's (considered difficult-to-film) novels to the screen. Here, he has managed to translate the tricky material into a crowd-pleaser.

King's work regularly gets turned into films and television shows: Aside from The Monkey, this year will also see the release of adaptations of The Long Walk, The Running Man, and The Institute, and a prequel series based on It. But as much as King may be known as a maestro at horror--an inherently cinematic genre--his greatest talent is generating worlds that feel lived in. He can conjure sense memories and a feeling of familiarity even for readers who have never, say, resided in a small town in Maine, stayed at an empty hotel, or found a dead body buried near a set of train tracks. The appeal of Flanagan's take on The Life of Chuck rests on his understanding of this resonant quality of King's writing; on-screen, as on the page, the story hums because it highlights the ordinary foundation upon which the supernatural can be built. Within the strange events is a core that is bittersweet and familiar.

Read: Doctor Sleep: A horror sequel that tries to do the impossible

Told in three chapters, The Life of Chuck begins at the end of Chuck's journey, though the character (played from oldest to youngest by Tom Hiddleston, Jacob Tremblay, and Benjamin Pajak) appears mostly as an image on a series of advertisements thanking him for "39 great years!" until the movie's middle stretch. The high-concept reasons for that are best left unspoiled, although they're challenging in a way that makes Flanagan's efforts to render them legible even more enjoyable to watch; as with his other takes on the author's work, the director faithfully captures the source material down to its last King-ian flourish, whether that be a macabre joke or a precise detail. If anything, Flanagan revels in the novella's genre-bending dexterity, magnifying the eeriness of its opening scenes before deepening the homespun warmth of its subsequent chapters. He shoots each section using a different aspect ratio, and he swaps out casts and tones with abandon. Each storyline thus takes on a life of its own.

Read: A Stephen King adaptation that doesn't believe in monsters

Please forgive the cliche; it's only appropriate, because The Life of Chuck leans on quite a few of them. Inspired by Walt Whitman's "Song of Myself"--specifically, the verse that reads "I am large, I contain multitudes"--the overarching plot relies on familiar archetypes and tropes to communicate a poignant idea. Of course Chuck had a tragic childhood, one that would make him accept advice from his grandfather Albie (an affecting Mark Hamill) to choose a stable life over a passionate one. Of course the girl Chuck drags into dancing with him during the second act is someone who, like Chuck, desperately needs a pick-me-up. And of course Chuck discovers, as a boy, that within him, as with everyone, is a magic that can't be extinguished by time or circumstance. "In this moment, I am wonderful," the young Chuck tells himself one evening as he gazes at the stars, paraphrasing Whitman. "I have a right to be wonderful."

The line borders on saccharine, and will probably make those less tolerant of sappiness cringe. But I fell for the film's earnest insistence that each of us has access to an inner world no one else can ever fully know; that message, as trite as it may be, is particularly touching because of its pointed delivery. Flanagan's well-assembled group of actors also helps balance out the film's mushier elements: Nick Offerman narrates throughout with a matter-of-fact wisdom, Hiddleston exudes an infectious verve during his centerpiece scene, and Mia Sara, coming out of retirement to play Chuck's grandmother, is a casting masterstroke. Her presence anchors the story, as in a scene of her character dancing in her kitchen, playfully singing along to a rock song on the radio while beckoning Chuck to join her. The moment is beautifully lit and performed, playing like a memory and a dream all at once.

The best of King's works, even the ones that come with telekinetic teenagers and murderous clowns, find something amazing within the everyday. Trailers for The Life of Chuck have touted King as the author behind the stories that inspired The Shawshank Redemption, The Green Mile, and Stand by Me--all selections that fall outside of the horror he typically writes. Doing so makes sense; unlike the rest of this year's plentiful offerings, The Life of Chuck joins those titles as a King entry that probably won't induce nightmares, just potent emotion, maybe even joy. Yet Chuck's tale isn't devoid of suspense. It's aligned with the rest of the author's oeuvre because it illuminates the wonder and terror of being human: that to live means acknowledging that death approaches, that the multitudes we contain can't last forever. This truth is perhaps the most visceral fear there is--yet we should take comfort in knowing that it's also the most mundane.
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Two Paths for the Pop Star

Miley Cyrus and Addison Rae are taking their music very seriously, with different results.

by Spencer Kornhaber




When Miley Cyrus previewed her new album, Something Beautiful, for people in her orbit, they gave her funny feedback: The music was too good. Or at least, they allegedly said, it was too good to be pop.

Cyrus exasperatedly relayed this story to Apple Music's Zane Lowe last month. She then listed off "pop" musicians who were definitely good: David Bowie, Madonna, Stevie Nicks. "Pop really gets given a bad name of, like you know, manufactured label creations," she said. "And that's just not what it is. That's generic, and to be honest, it's lazy."

To which parts of the stan internet cheered: Preach! Put "Wrecking Ball" in the Louvre! Cyrus's unnamed critics seemed to view pop, like a lot of people do, as a disposable commodity. But Cyrus was articulating the--to use an ever-contested term--poptimist viewpoint, which says that just because music functions as a product for the masses doesn't mean it can't also be excellent.

Now that I've heard Something Beautiful, Cyrus's ninth album, I'm starting to reconsider--and sympathize with--the feedback she received. Her new music is, and I use quotation marks advisedly here, too "good." It's laden with signifiers of quality that undermine the very point of the genre she's working in: pleasure.

The definition of good is subjective, but society generally agrees it involves a few attributes. "Good" things result from effort and resources being deployed in ways that prize discernment over easy gratification. Think about a plate of subtly balanced pasta (which might be yummier with a shaving of parmesan cheese) or a designer handbag (visually indistinguishable from a knockoff). But that kind of good is hard to achieve, and people who aim for it often conflate sophistication with excess (forget parmesan; add truffles). Which is how Cyrus ended up with an album that's so lavishly produced, it numbs your ears.

A 32-year-old former child actor who's been making hits since 2007, Cyrus has never needed much adornment to be entertaining. She has a voice that's raspy and ferocious like a lovable cartoon creature's, and a happy-go-lucky personality to match. No particular style defines her--her albums have made a point of flitting among genres including trap, country, and hard rock--nor has she ever been a songwriter of great depth. But she's repeatedly imbued formulaic fare with a sense of geysering, authentic humanity.

Now she's aiming for prestige. Winning her first ever Grammys last year--for the hit "Flowers"--sparked an epiphany: "I never admitted to myself how much it hurt to not be recognized for my work," she told The New York Times. Something Beautiful sounds like it resulted from a plan to win more recognition. It features contributions from many critically acclaimed indie musicians, such as Brittany Howard from Alabama Shakes and Adam Granduciel from the War on Drugs. It's been marketed as an opus in the vein of Pink Floyd's The Wall; it will, Cyrus has said, "medicate somewhat of a sick culture through music."

Read: The freakish powers of Miley Cyrus and Lana Del Rey

If this is medicine, it's certainly pungent. The album is piled high with pulsating orchestration (think Philip Glass more than Gustav Mahler), progressive-rock guitar noodling, and multitrack disco harmonies, all echoing with heavenly reverb. Much of this detail work is indeed something beautiful, like fine gold threading on a gown. Some of it is even outstanding, such as the layered gospel vocals of "Reborn." But again and again, the listener is left wondering why a song has become overtaken by a swarm of instruments buzzing and zipping like bees.

The cumulative effect of so much sound is a sense of sheer heaviness. Cyrus and her collaborators are writing in the Diane Warren mode, as if to soundtrack one last makeout before asteroids pummel the Earth. Many of the melodies are sturdy, and you might find yourself verklempt at the epic heartache of "More to Lose" and "Golden Burning Sun." But the singing--while impassioned and textured--isn't really interacting with the instrumentation in a dynamic way. And the music's ambitious veneer invites a kind of scrutiny that her lyrics can't sustain (one mangled metaphor: "My tears are streamin' like our favorite show tonight"). The listener might be impressed, even awed, by Cyrus's effort--but deep down, they'll know there's something better they could be listening to.



All I've wanted to do lately is listen to Addison Rae. This is a surprise for a few reasons. One is that Rae, 24, is a TikTok dancer who became famous six years ago for doing bodyrolls in sweatpants while smiling blankly at the camera. She then released a fun but generic EP that reused one old Lady Gaga demo and imitated the pop-punk-inflected sound of Millennial child actors turned singers: Selena Gomez, Demi Lovato, early Cyrus. This did not suggest anything very exciting about what kind of culture would result from short-form video becoming our primary star-making machine.

But Rae's debut album, Addison, out this past Friday, isn't bland at all. In fact, I really didn't expect that the first great TikTok-to-pop album would evoke Aphex Twin and other electronic experimentalists such as Timbaland, Bjork, and Portishead. The production's breakbeats, digital glitches, and creaking synthesizers summon an alien landscape for Rae, an avatar of popular-girl normalcy, to explore. The sound is on trend with Gen Z's '90s and Y2K nostalgia--pining for a time when technology seemed exciting rather than oppressive--and it calls back to Madonna's run of playful futurism from 1992's Erotica to 2005's Confessions on the Dance Floor. But it's pulled off in an ingenious way that conveys youthful possibility and delivers some really fresh bangers.

Rae's prime collaborators are Elvira Anderfjard and Luka Kloser, two relatively unknown women working in a field--pop production--that's largely dominated by men whose tricks are starting to become all too familiar. The duo trained under the super-producer Max Martin, whose notion of "melodic math" insists that every note serves the purpose of catchiness. But Addison's melodies, while effective, don't quite deliver quite as much a sugar rush. The album's real appeal lies in harmony and rhythm: the interplay of melancholic organ lines, curiously lopsided bass grooves, vocals stacked in tangy intervals, and key changes that seem to reverse the flow of time. These songs aren't exactly avant garde, but they were clearly made with the understanding of how strangeness can invite replayability.

As for Rae, she mostly retains the simple allure that defined her social-media stardom, mixing angelic breathiness with kitschy squeals and spoken word. Her best lyrics reframe cliches about being hot and having fun, like when she distills a night on the dance floor into four words: "Kick drum, chew gum." But generally, the more you notice what she's saying, the worse the music gets; a mention of her parents' divorce in "Headphones" adds a hard surface to a song that's otherwise transcendently soupy. Thankfully, such stabs at profundity are rare. Rae seems happy to blend in, employing herself as an ingredient in a greater whole.

Being an ingredient might seem like a bad thing, but it's refreshing these days. Pop stars are taken very seriously of late--in part because the internet gives their fans a loud platform to champion them, and in part because pop is, well, really getting more serious. Inspired by figures such as Beyonce and Taylor Swift, Gen Z's emerging icons--Chappell Roan and Billie Eilish among them--position themselves as complex, uncompromising auteurs. When that approach works, it's as thrilling as can be. When it doesn't, you get the ponderousness of Cyrus's new album.

Rae is throwing back to a time when pop didn't insist on its own importance quite so much, and in doing so, she's drawing attention to the craftsmanship that chasing a hit requires. Her mesmerizing music videos flaunt both her dancing abilities and her aesthetic tastes, the latter of which seem as finely developed as a fashion editor's. But the most important audiovisual accompaniments to this album are the clips she, Anderfjard, and Kloser posted from their time in the studio. Messing around with keyboards and humming top lines, these three women seem to have developed a strong creative flow together. The only statement that this album is making is in execution: Good pop is good music.



*Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Sources: James Devaney / GC Images / Getty; Aeon / GC Images / Getty; XNY / Star Max / GC Images / Getty; Emma McIntyre / Getty; Jemal Countess / Getty; XNY / Star Max / GC Images / Getty; Kevin Winter / Getty; Bryan Bedder / Getty; Cristina Gaidau / Getty.
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Are Liberals to Blame for the New McCarthyism?

Many leftists seem to think so.

by Jonathan Chait




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


The Trump administration is carrying out a brazen crackdown on academic freedom: deporting students for writing op-eds, withholding funds from colleges that defy his control, and justifying it all as a response to anti-Semitism. Who is to blame for this? According to one popular theory on the left, the answer is liberals who have consistently supported free speech and opposed Donald Trump.

The logic of this diagnosis has a certain superficial appeal. Many of President Trump's authoritarian moves have been justified in terms of arguments that originated on the center-left. Liberals condemned the far left for fostering an intolerant atmosphere in academia. They criticized the message and methods of some pro-Palestinian demonstrators. Trump has seized on these complaints as a pretext to extort universities and target student demonstrators for deportation.

According to many left-wing critics, this sequence of events shows that, as David Klion writes in The Nation, "erstwhile free speech champions" have "helped lay the groundwork for Trump's second term." An April article in Liberal Currents directs contempt toward "the infamous Harper's letter," an open letter defending free speech from threats on the left and the right, and blames mainstream Democrats for having "laid the groundwork for where we are now." These are just two examples of a very well-developed genre.

Caitlin Flanagan: America's fire sale: get some free speech while you can

The implication of these arguments is that Trump would not have won, or would now be having a harder time carrying out his neo-McCarthyite campaign of repression, if liberals had only refrained from denouncing left-wing cancel culture and the excesses of the post-October 7 protests. But to the extent that these events are connected, the responsibility runs the other way. It was the left's tactics and rhetoric that helped enable Trump's return to power as well as his abuse of it. The liberal critics of those tactics deserve credit for anticipating the backlash and trying to stop it.

A similar dynamic is playing out now, as liberals warn about the danger of violent infiltrators disrupting immigration protests while some leftists demand unconditional solidarity with the movement. The debate, as ever, is whether the left is discredited by its own excesses or by criticism of those excesses.

The bitter divide between liberals and leftists over Trump's neo-McCarthyism has deep historical roots. The two camps fought over the same set of ideas, making many of the same arguments, in response to the original McCarthyism of the 1950s. The lessons of that period, properly understood, offer helpful guidance for defeating the Trumpian iteration.

What made liberals vulnerable to McCarthyism was the fact that some communists really did insinuate themselves into the government during the New Deal. Communists accounted for a tiny share of the population, but they had a visible presence among intellectuals, artists, and political activists. The American Communist Party enthusiastically cooperated with Moscow. It managed to plant Soviet spies in the State Department, the Manhattan Project, and other important government institutions. The 1950 perjury trial of Alger Hiss, a high-ranking diplomat who spied on Roosevelt's administration for the Soviet Union, was a national spectacle vividly illustrating the Soviet spy network's reach. (Many American leftists maintained Hiss's innocence for decades, until the opening of the Soviet archives conclusively proved his guilt.)

In the face of this espionage threat, most liberals severed all ties with American communists. The AFL-CIO expelled communists from its ranks. "I have never seen any reason to admire men who, under the pretense of liberalism, continued to justify and whitewash the realities of Soviet Communism," the prominent intellectual Arthur Schlesinger Jr. wrote at the time.

The synthesis these liberal anti-communists arrived at was to oppose McCarthyism and communism simultaneously. They would defend the free-speech rights of accused communists (though not their right to hold sensitive government jobs) while denouncing communist ideas.

But they found themselves squeezed in a vise. The right was trying to use communist espionage to discredit the entire New Deal. Many leftists, meanwhile, bitterly castigated their former allies for their betrayal, and adopted a posture of anti-anti-communism--not endorsing communism per se, but instead directing all their criticism at the excesses of anti-communism, so as to avoid a rupture on the left. Still, as difficult as their position might have seemed, liberals managed to beat back McCarthyism and retain public confidence in their ability to handle the Cold War.

Many on the American left never surrendered their resentment of the center-left's anti-communist posture. In their eyes, liberals empowered McCarthy by validating the notion that communists were an enemy in the first place. And now they see the same thing happening again. By denouncing the illiberal left, they argue, the center-left has opened the door to right-wing repression.

Clay Risen: When America persecutes its teachers

To be fair, some free-speech advocates who criticized the left for shutting down debate have revealed themselves to be hypocritical when it comes to anti-Israel speech. An especially ugly episode transpired in late 2023, when the presidents of Harvard, Penn, and MIT refused to crack down broadly on anti-Zionist speech on campus, only for members of Congress in both parties to smear them as anti-Semitic. But the complaints on the left are not limited to liberals who betray their commitment to free-speech norms. Their critique is aimed at liberals who uphold those values. And that is because they oppose liberal values themselves.

When the Harvard psychologist and Harper's-letter signatory Steven Pinker wrote a long New York Times essay assailing the Trump administration's campaign against academic freedom, online leftists castigated him for having supposedly cleared the way for Trump by critiquing groupthink in the academy. "Lot of good push back here from Pinker but at the same time his critiques of higher ed helped open the door for the attacks on the university he now dreads, and especially those directed at where he works," wrote Daniel Steinmetz-Jenkins, a social-studies professor at Wesleyan. Pinker has never endorsed Trump or Trumpism. But the mere fact of his having opposed left-wing illiberalism supposedly makes him complicit in the right-wing version.

Likewise, many leftists consider it self-evident that criticizing campus protesters' use of violent pro-Hamas messages, such as "Globalize the Intifada," was akin to fascism. Liberals of course had good reason to worry about violent, apocalyptic rhetoric, and the ideas inspiring it, which more recently has contributed to a spate of terror attacks on domestic Jewish targets. But to some leftist critics, raising those concerns was functionally a vote for Trump.

"Even those [Democrats] issuing mild statements of concern can't help but front-load their polite chiding of the White House with pointless, preening condemnations of the target of Trump's arrests and harassment regime," Adam Johnson and Sarah Lazare write in the left-wing In These Times. Jeet Heer, writing in The Nation, likewise argues, "Biden's slander of pro-Palestinian activists helped splinter the Democratic coalition during the 2024 election" and, yes, "laid the groundwork for the current crackdown on dissent."

The left is not alone in seeking to erase the liberal middle ground between the political extremes. The dynamic is identical to that of the 1950s, when the right tried to paint all opponents of McCarthyism as communists (just as the left wished to paint all anti-communists as McCarthyists). Trump's allies are attacking pro-free-speech liberals for having supposedly enabled radicalism. When Harvard faculty signed a letter denouncing Trump's threats against academic freedom, conservatives sneered that professors had only themselves to blame. "Many of these signatories have been entirely silent for years as departments purged their ranks of conservatives to create one of the most perfectly sealed-off echo chambers in all of higher education," wrote the pro-Trump law professor Jonathan Turley.

Both the far right and far left have a good reason to erase the liberal center: If the only alternative to their position is an equally extreme alternative, then their argument doesn't look so out-there. The liberal answer is to resist this pressure from both sides.

A decade ago, illiberal discourse norms around race and gender began to dominate progressive spaces, leaving a pockmarked landscape of cancellations and social-media-driven panics. Even as many skeptics on the left insisted that no such phenomenon was occurring--or that it was merely the harmless antics of college students--those norms quickly spread into progressive politics and the Democratic Party.

The 2020 Democratic presidential campaign took place in an atmosphere in which staffers, progressive organizations, journalists, and even the candidates themselves feared that speaking out against unpopular or impractical ideas would cause them to be labeled racist or sexist. That was the identity-obsessed climate in which Joe Biden first promised to nominate a female vice president, and then committed to specifically choosing a Black one. This set of overlapping criteria narrowed the field of candidates who had the traditional qualification of holding statewide office to a single choice whose own campaign had collapsed under the weight of a string of promises to left-wing groups who were out of touch with the constituencies they claimed to represent, as well as her limited political instincts. Kamala Harris herself was cornered into endorsing taxpayer-financed gender-reassignment surgery for prisoners and detained migrants, a promise that Trump blared on endless loop in 2024. Her own ad firm found that Trump's ad moved 2.7 percent of voters who watched it toward Trump, more than enough to swing the outcome by itself.

Trump's election had many causes. One of them was very clearly a backlash against social-justice fads, and the Democratic ecosystem's failure, under fear of cancellation, to resist those fads. If either party to this internal debate should be apologizing, it's not the liberals who presciently warned that the left risked going off the rails and enabling Trump to win.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: What the left keeps getting wrong

The political gravity of the campus debate after October 7 tilts in the same direction. Some progressives decided that the plight of Palestinians was so urgent and singular as to blot out every other political cause. The effect was to elevate the salience of an issue that split the Democratic coalition: Both the most pro-Israel constituents and the most anti-Israel constituents in the Democratic coalition moved heavily toward Trump's camp. Many pro-Palestine activists openly argued that the stakes were high enough to justify risking Trump's election. That is precisely the direction in which their actions pushed.

Trump's election, and his subsequent campaign to crush demonstrations, is precisely the scenario that liberal critics warned would occur. That this outcome is being used to discredit those same liberals is perverse, yet oddly familiar.
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Last Call at the Disaster Department

Trump has signaled an end date for FEMA.

by Zoe Schlanger




FEMA now has an end date. President Donald Trump said yesterday that he intends to phase out the Federal Emergency Management Administration after this hurricane season, canceling it like an HBO series. States should lead their own disaster response, he said, suggesting he does not understand that states already do lead disaster response; they just can't do it without an infusion of FEMA dollars and expertise when the disaster is too big. "The governor should be able to handle it," Trump said. The buck has been passed.



The Atlantic hurricane season lasts from now until November. The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration is predicting an above-normal number of named storms this year. The weather doesn't stop after that, of course. Fire season overlaps with hurricane season, another time of intense FEMA activity, and in recent years, fires have broken the bounds of any usual seasons; the devastating Los Angeles fires were in January. Even if this year's disasters do quiet after November, hurricane season starts again next June. The administration will convene a council to eliminate FEMA "as it exists today," Kristi Noem, the secretary of Homeland Security, said yesterday--but those few short months in between seasons are hardly enough time to dismantle the federal apparatus of disaster response and transfer full responsibility to the states without casualties. Literal casualties, potentially. (FEMA did not respond to a request for comment.)



But, fine, we get FEMA for this hurricane season. Already, it will be a test of what happens when FEMA is hobbled and anemic. Under the Trump administration, the agency has lost roughly a quarter of its core staff. One acting chief of FEMA was pushed out after saying that the agency should not be abolished; his replacement told staffers he wasn't aware that the United States had a hurricane season. (The administration later said this was a joke.) Should any single storm--or, worse, multiple storms--turn into a major disaster this year, the responsibility that state governments might be expected to shoulder in a FEMA-less America could come as a shock to them, and to their constituents.



Many close watchers of FEMA do think the agency needs a dramatic shake-up and that states should be responsible for more of the financial burden of catastrophe. FEMA was originally intended to handle a relatively small number of catastrophic disasters a year, but now deals with many dozens annually, both because the rate of disasters is increasing and because the agency is being drafted into handling more of them. The ballooning costs of response and recovery regularly exceed FEMA's main disaster budget, requiring emergency and ad hoc funding to bridge the gap.



Meanwhile, states have come to rely on federal funds to bail them out and, in the quiet moments between storms and fires, are free to make imprudent development decisions: Might as well let developers build those waterfront homes if FEMA will pick up the tab when they flood. "Our system creates some really perverse incentives that need to be addressed," Andrew Rumbach, a senior fellow at the nonprofit Urban Institute, told me. More risk should be transferred to the states, he and others said.



But that would take time to do safely, and require a major infusion of cash to the states to bolster any FEMA-replacing infrastructure, according to the experts I spoke with. Ending FEMA, as Trump says he will, could easily result in a highly uneven landscape of disaster safety.
 
 The logic for FEMA was all about efficiency: For many states, disasters are rare, and having 50 sets of personnel and resources on standby for those rare events is far more costly than having a centralized stockpile that can be deployed around the country as needed. Good disaster response also requires time spent in disaster mode. States with infrequent disasters naturally lack that. FEMA's strength is that it deals with crises all the time.



That experience is part of what the agency is now losing. Many senior personnel, including those who coordinate responses during emergencies, have left since January, according to The New York Times. Those decades of experience aren't easy to replace, Jeffrey Schlegelmilch, an associate professor at Columbia University who has worked in disaster planning, told me. "Emergency management isn't something where you take a few courses and all of a sudden you can run a complex emergency." And in states that don't regularly handle floods or hurricanes, staff, "won't have the muscle memory" of how to respond when a storm suddenly intensifies, North Carolina Governor Josh Stein said in a press conference last week. He said his state experienced this firsthand when Hurricane Helene hit western North Carolina last year: That part of the state had "a lot of new people in emergency-management positions," he said. "We need the expertise that exists in FEMA."



Wealthier states, such as California, and states that, like Florida, have extensive experience in response coordination may not be as hurt by changes at the federal level. Florida Governor Ron DeSantis has said his state doesn't need FEMA; just give Florida a chunk of money instead. (Trump's intention to end FEMA does not yet clearly include major transfers of funds to states to run their own response and recovery programs; he said yesterday that future funds may come directly from the "president's office," rather than FEMA.) Rumbach says he heard that same desire from officials in Kentucky, when he taught an emergency-management training workshop there. "Their main argument was 'We don't need FEMA. Just give us the money; we know what to do with it.'"



Poorer states and states that scarcely see disasters will inevitably be most vulnerable to FEMA's total absence. Arizona, for example, has received among the fewest FEMA funds in recent years, in part because it isn't in the path of hurricanes and recent wildfires have not burned as ferociously there as in other western states. But that means the state is ill-prepared for a low-probability but high-devastation event, as The Arizona Republic recently noted. If and when Arizona's luck runs out, it may not have the infrastructure or the funds to manage the crisis alone.



"You're going to see a lot of states not prepared. And a lot of people in harm's way may not be fully capable of recovering if there is an event," Carlos Martin, a vice president at Resources for the Future, an environmental think tank, told me. Plus, an every-state-for-themselves approach comes with the obvious challenges of a free market: At present, FEMA stockpiles essential goods to distribute after emergencies. If that stockpile isn't maintained, wealthier states could handily outcompete poorer states for supplies during multistate emergencies, according to the Atlantic Council, which found that red states are likely to be on the losing side most.



This all means that more citizens may fall through the disaster-assistance cracks. FEMA has said, for instance, that it will stop its door-to-door outreach this season and rely instead on "more targeted venues"; when a federal disaster is declared, FEMA often goes around the area and knocks on every person's door to let them know what programs they could apply to for assistance. Now, Rumbach worries, people living in the most rural places, as well as people who may not be mobile--the elderly and those with certain disabilities--may never know about those programs. "A lot of the stories about how badly things went are going to come out later," he said.



Even in a state with personnel on the ground to capture the full scope of need, a lot of disaster response after that step is paperwork, Schlegelmilch said. Right now, an entire private-sector ecosystem of organizations helps states apply for FEMA funds, and helps FEMA direct its resources. Even if states are on their own, they will still need a system to do something similar. Remaking grant-application processes and managing the bureaucracy of distributing funds will be yet another growing pain of the transition. "That's going to shock all of the states," Schlegelmilch said.



If Trump were to decide that reforming FEMA were a more prudent choice than scrapping it, ideas abound. As FEMA's administrator during Barack Obama's presidency, Craig Fugate promoted the idea of a "disaster deductible" for states modeled off insurance deductibles; state officials might then be held more accountable for preparing for disasters (which right now tends to mean little to voters) rather than rewarded politically for acquiring disaster funding after the fact. The previous Trump administration created a fund (which Joe Biden expanded) meant to help states prevent the worst impact of disasters before they happen. That program moved billions in funds under local control, with the aim of fixing long-standing infrastructure problems that would have made future disasters more dangerous and expensive. But Trump already canceled it this term. "It's hard to see how they're not increasing risk," Rumbach said. "We're going to pay for it one way or another."



For all these reasons, Rumbach is betting that "reality will set in," and that the federal government will not radically shrink its share of disaster spending so quickly. But the loss of key personnel and the looming dissolution mean that major damage to national readiness has already been done. And the hasty budget changes mean some people will get hurt. The country's emergency-management system "doesn't have to be completely broken to have really bad impacts," he said. If the national ability to respond to disasters falters at all, then "recovery is slower, more chaotic, less efficient," Rumbach said. "When that happens, people are suffering for longer, they're more traumatized, communities don't recover as quickly."



The United States has already seen what happens when a major weather catastrophe arrives shortly after a president hastily rearranges FEMA. After the newly formed Department of Homeland Security took over the agency in 2003, George W. Bush's administration eliminated emergency managers and resources, particularly in regional offices. When Hurricane Katrina hit in 2005, the depleted agency badly botched the response. "We've read this story before," Schlegelmilch said. There's little reason to think it'll end differently this time around.
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The Growing Belief in 'Love at First Sight'

Dating vibes may be dark, but a surprisingly optimistic notion about romance seems to be making a comeback.

by Faith Hill




The idea seems so old-fashioned, so sentimental: that you could fall for someone "at first sight," deeply and instantly. It's straight out of the classic romance dramas--Jack's gaze freezing when he sees Rose on the Titanic's deck; The Notebook's Noah lighting up and asking, "Who's this girl?" when he spies Allie across the amusement park. As a general rule, the stuff of popular love stories is not the stuff of real life. We know this, right?

Not right, I guess. This year's "Singles in America" survey--conducted annually by the dating company Match and the Kinsey Institute, and released today--found something surprising: Of the roughly 5,000 single American adults polled, 60 percent said they believe in love at first sight, a nearly 30 percent increase from 2014. Almost half of the respondents (people ages 18 to 98, from all over the country) said they'd experienced the phenomenon themselves. I didn't expect this, not only because the validity of the concept has been questioned for years, but also because it's such a dreamily romantic notion--a hopeful one, really. And these days, the common narrative about dating (and what I've found, to some degree, in my own reporting) is that many people are burned out, tired of the apps, and generally feeling pessimistic. This spike in belief even startled some of the researchers: Amanda Gesselman, a Kinsey Institute psychologist, told me that the results "sort of blew me away."

Read: The people who quit dating

But once Gesselman stepped back and thought about the finding, she said, it made some sense to her. In 2014, dating apps were relatively new. Couples tended to meet through friends or family; people would get to know each other for a while before pairing off. In more recent years, Gesselman has consistently found that swipe-based dating apps are the main way that partners meet--across age, gender, race, income, and geographic region. That style of dating has people in the habit of making quick calls, judging whether they have chemistry with a stranger after just one date. Paul Eastwick, a UC Davis psychologist who studies romantic attraction and wasn't involved with the survey, told me the same thing: "Online dating has a lot of 'We met--no. We met--no. We met--no. We met--no. We met--oh, that was a good one!'"

In other words, the slow burn has become less common. Instead, two other experiences may have become more common: the plainly bad first date, where a lack of connection is immediately apparent; and the kind of date about which a person might one day say: "We knew right away."

Whether that latter scenario is truly love at first sight depends on what you mean by love--and, okay, also what you mean by sight. Eastwick has found that some people do feel strongly about a romantic prospect from the get-go: if not at first glance, then straight from the point of a first conversation. And when things click, he said, those feelings can run deeper than physical attraction. (If love at first sight was just thinking someone was hot, I'd experience it every day walking down the streets of New York City.) In a 2018 study of undergraduate students, Eastwick asked participants to reflect on their past relationships and describe how they'd felt at different points over the course of their time with their former partners. About a fifth of people said they'd been smitten upon meeting; they'd felt an instant bond, found some niche shared interest, couldn't stop talking. To be fair, that's the same portion of people who felt "when I first met this person, I thought they were trash"--Eastwick's words, not mine! Nonetheless, he concluded that something like love at first sight, though not the norm, "is real. It happens."

Of course, these were prior relationships; evidently, falling in love quickly doesn't mean that a relationship is going to last. What psychologists refer to as "passionate love"--the buzzy, dizzying rush of early infatuation; the feeling of craving, even addiction--is neurologically distinct from "compassionate love," which tends to set in after a year or two and doesn't involve the same elevated cortisol and serotonin levels. And besides, maybe the participants who reported experiencing love at first sight were simply projecting that narrative retroactively. Capturing people's feelings in real time, as they first get together, is difficult, Eastwick said. He has tried asking participants in other studies to tell him as soon as they've met someone promising--and they have. But, he said, "what you mostly get is: 'I'm really excited about this person!' And then when you check in a week later, they're like, 'Who now?'"

Right around this point in our interview, the "Singles in America" finding started to sound a little concerning to me; love at first sight, however possible, didn't seem like something to bank on. I imagined a nation full of people going on first date after first date: thirsty people crawling on their hands and knees, longing for a feeling that only a fifth of Eastwick's participants experienced and that hadn't even kept them together. A world with this many first dates is not a world I want to live in. "I'm screaming into the void, being like, 'Hey, everybody, there was a way we used to date,'" Eastwick told me. "'You just kind of hung out with people and saw what happened.'" Relative to our era of snap judgments, he said, the old way of dating was "democratizing."

Read: No, you shouldn't 'date 'em 'til you hate 'em'

But Gesselman remains optimistic. Online dating may have primed people to expect too much too soon, but at least it hasn't destroyed their romantic idealism. Ten trillion swipes later--I'm guesstimating--the "Singles in America" participants haven't given up. "The overwhelming majority of singles in our survey reported that they believe that love can last forever," Gesselman told me. "They believe there's someone out there for them."

Those ideas fit under an umbrella that psychologists call "destiny beliefs," a faith in predetermined bonds (as opposed to "growth beliefs," or the idea that a relationship requires maintenance and labor). Gesselman knows that such mystical thinking might set up unrealistic expectations. She also suspects that it can motivate people to commit to a relationship. Eastwick found that the participants who reported feeling the most romantic interest at the very start of a relationship also described feeling romantic interest for the longest amount of time. They were also less likely to have initiated the breakup. If you believe you've found your soulmate, after all, you might try especially hard to make it work.

Love at first sight may be a high bar to clear. And holding such an ambitious standard could mean staying single for longer, or forever. But maybe fewer people these days are worried about that. Maybe they have full lives and want a relationship only if it's extraordinary. Partnership used to be a stricter societal norm than it is today; different possibilities for how to live a "good life" are, little by little, opening up. Today's singles may know that love at first sight isn't all that likely. Perhaps more of them have the luxury of holding out for it anyway.
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Elon and the Genius Trap

The best explanation for what went wrong

by Hanna Rosin




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

Was Elon Musk ever a genius? Yes, he revolutionized the electric-car industry and space travel. Yes, he once seemed to represent America's ability to innovate at the cutting edge of technology. But Tim Berners-Lee invented the World Wide Web, and he doesn't regularly appear in headlines as a prominent tech genius. In fact, many well-informed people probably don't even know his name. So what makes one man merely wildly accomplished and another a genius? And which descriptor makes a man more likely to engage in an ego-crushing battle with the president?

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Helen Lewis, the author of The Genius Myth: A Curious History of a Dangerous Idea, who explains how Musk has tanked his reputation in many ways: First, he alienated environmentalists by teaming up with Trump, and then he alienated Trump fans by insulting their hero. Another way is clear by looking at American culture's historical relationship with "genius," and how it tends to go wrong. Genius, it turns out, is less a series of accomplishments than a form of addiction. It traps the men who indulge it, and they often end up, like Musk, depleted. We talk with Lewis about what Musk has in common with Thomas Edison, how the psychedelics fit into the archetype, and what the possible paths are for Musk moving forward.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

News clip: The bromance is over. President Trump and Elon Musk trading barbs today over Republicans' "big, beautiful bill."


Hanna Rosin: Well, last week, something no one could have expected to happen finally happened. The president of the United States and the richest man in the world had a spectacular falling out.

News clip: A pretty intense back-and-forth between Donald Trump and Elon Musk--
 News clip: Musk now claiming he won Trump the 2024 election to Trump threatening to cancel Musk's federal contracts--
 News clip: Elon Musk tweeting within the past one minute: "Time to drop the really big bomb: @realDonaldTrump is in the Epstein files. That's the real reason they have not been made public. Have a nice day, DJT!"


Rosin: The feud between Trump and Musk escalated at a bewildering pace.

Donald Trump: Elon and I had a great relationship. I don't know if it went well anymore. I was surprised.


Rosin: Trump may have been surprised, but to a lot of us watching, a partnership of two egos this huge was doomed to break up. This week, Musk has tried to patch things up, saying he regrets some of what he said, without specifying what exactly. But Trump is more or less not engaging, and it looks like, for the moment at least, Musk's reputation has hit rock bottom.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic.

Today, we consider the long arc of Elon Musk in the context of other historical figures who, like him,  were given the revered title of "genius." Not that long ago, Musk was considered a visionary by Americans across the political spectrum, an inventor solving climate change, space exploration, and, really, whatever he set his mind to.

But as we all know, the last few years have seen his reputation crater on the left: His support of Trump, his buyout of Twitter, his online presence, loaded with memes and conspiracy theories.  Basically, anything to troll the libs, many of whom had been his fans. Now his fallout with the president is making him suspect on the right, leaving him a constituency of no one.

So how do we understand the arc of Musk,  someone who could have gone down in history as one of the great tech geniuses but, instead, used his reputation to get himself more and more attention and, in the process, seems to have torched that very reputation?

As it so happens, staff writer Helen Lewis has a very timely book out next week that helps explain this pattern. It's titled  The Genius Myth, and Musk is its quintessential modern example.

As Lewis argues, societies build myths of individual geniuses, and often those geniuses overstay their welcome, having second or third acts as they try to be experts in every field or to simply keep the attention they're accustomed to.

I asked her to put the week's Musk news into a wider picture, and to explain why she thinks we should avoid the label "genius" altogether. Here's our conversation.

[Music]

Rosin: Helen, welcome to the show.

Helen Lewis: Thank you.

Rosin: Sure. So I wanna start before this feud between Trump and Musk, maybe even before Musk bought Twitter. So let's say it's 2020, and this is when Trump publicly calls Musk "one of our great geniuses" and compares him to Thomas Edison.

What is it about Musk that qualifies him for that rarefied public title of genius?

Lewis: At the time, I think the assumption was that he had revolutionized not just one but two industries, which is very rare. In driving down the cost of space parts, he undoubtedly challenged, essentially, the kind of government-funded monopoly and the slow way that space exploration was going.

There was this humbling period for America, where it couldn't even get its own astronauts up into space. It had to rely on hitching a ride with the Russians. And he managed to, in that sense, restore a kind of American pride in itself. And then, obviously, you have Tesla and its electric vehicles, and turning electric vehicles away from their previous reputation, which was the Toyota Prius, which is a sort of thing you bought as a kind of hair shirt, right--a hair shirt with wheels on to say, I'm sorry for killing the planet--into the idea that an electric car was something you might have because it was cool and it was a good car.

And both of those really did remind me actually of Thomas Edison, because both of them are kind of--the nickname that Edison had was the "American Prometheus." They were both about an idea of America as a place that still is at the white-hot edge of technology, a place where you can still build things and do things.

Rosin: Okay, so Elon has these amazing accomplishments. He restores a certain kind of American confidence in itself. But is a genius just someone who accomplishes great things? Like, in the book, you make a really interesting comparison to Tim Berners-Lee, who's thought of as the actual inventor of the World Wide Web.

So why does one get to be a genius, and the other is a man who just does a lot of amazing accomplishments?

Lewis: Well, you have to also, I think, be prepared to play the role of the genius in public and inhabit that role. And Tim Berners-Lee has had a lot of acclaim. He's got a knighthood here in Britain. He's an honorary fellow in lots of places. But he doesn't swagger about like he's a kind of special sort of human, a class apart, which is I think what Musk has accepted for himself--and has, again, like Thomas Edison done, driven a lot of that mythology himself.

Thomas Edison notoriously worked through the nights at the laboratory in Menlo Park with his team. And Elon Musk had a similar mythology, which is all about the fact that he never sleeps. You know, he would have a sleeping bag on the floor of the factory because he was so dedicated. And, like, he was just relentless, and everybody had to be "extremely hardcore."

So the argument in the book is that achievements are one thing, but we're also into this idea of a kind of mythology around a person. There's this kind of embrace of specialness.

And the line that I give that's the, kind of, classic example of this is: Elon Musk currently has--where are we now? I mean, who knows by the time this comes out how many acknowledged children we have, but I think we're currently at 14, and they're called things like Romulus and X AE A-12. And Tim Berners-Lee's kids are called Alice and Ben, right?

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Lewis: This, to me, is just, like: One of you is just a normal person who happens to have done some cool stuff, and one of you has decided I'm gonna try and, like, optimize everything in my life to be a really great story to sound special.

Rosin: Right. So the key ingredient of genius is that you're willing to step into the role or mythology of genius. You're willing to sort of lean into the story about yourself as a public genius.

Lewis: Right. And you also become a symbol of something bigger. That's what I mean about--becoming a national symbol is a very obvious version of this. William Shakespeare is not just a brilliant playwright--I think that's unarguable--but he became, over the course of the 17th and 18th centuries, an argument for the English language at a time that Britain was expanding its ambitions abroad. This was the kind of high point of the British empire and, therefore, we needed a playwright to match.

And I think you can actually see a similar thing with maybe someone like Chinua Achebe, who becomes a kind of symbol of the nation, or Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie for Nigeria now. She's writing novels that are concerned with the Nigerian experience or the Nigerian American experience, inhabiting that bigger role than just being another writer.

Rosin: So when you think of Musk in these terms, like how he has successfully styled himself as this very special category of person--the genius--how did that play into his relationship with Trump?

Lewis: Well, if you have two people who are both convinced that they're geniuses, it doesn't usually work well. And actually, maybe this is something that Musk should have known, because the car company he owns--obviously, Tesla--is named after Nikola Tesla. And Nikola Tesla, an absolutely brilliant engineer, walked out of working there. He just couldn't get on with Thomas Edison. The story goes that he had a bet, and he won it, and Edison refused to pay up, which bizarrely has an analog in the story that Sam Harris, the former member of the "Intellectual Dark Web," tells about having a bet about COVID deaths with Elon Musk. And Sam Harris won, and Elon failed to pay up.

So, I think the trouble is genius is always a story about ego, and I don't think I was alone in predicting that the Trump-Musk relationship would at some point explode, because you have two giant silverback-gorilla egos wrestling for dominance, and that is a tension that simply can't be sustained.

Rosin: Right, right. And it is true that Trump called himself a genius. He doesn't call many people geniuses, but he did refer to himself as a genius.

In the book, you write about how if we declare someone a genius, we believe they have magical powers to do anything, as opposed to, say, specialized skills to do a few specific things. I was wondering if that contributed to Musk's downfall--this idea (that maybe Trump had also) that he could fix any problem, like inefficiencies in the government, just whatever. You set the genius loose and the genius fixes everything.

Lewis: Yeah, DOGE is a story of enormous hubris. I think everyone would agree that the American government, like all governments, has a certain amount of waste and inefficiency built into it. But the idea that you could do what Musk did--which is go in with a small cadre of lieutenants, lock everybody else out, and start deleting things based on simple-keyword searches--and that this would not have any negative or unintended consequences is laughable.

And the reason that I think Musk thought that worked is that, to some extent, it had worked, particularly at Twitter--which, in the book Character Limit, his takeover there is chronicled. And he did exactly what would then become the DOGE playbook there: brought in his lieutenants, cut the head count, told everyone that they were lazy and that only super, "extremely hardcore" people could stay. And, sure enough: Twitter is not what it once was. And I thought his tenure at Twitter would be a disaster, and I think probably in economic terms it has been.

But what it did was it bought him the attention of Donald Trump. And that looked like it was a very good bet because he was then in a position to make sure he had extremely preferential access to the government in terms of his contracts. That's now a more questionable outcome, given the falling out between him and Donald Trump.

Rosin: It's very interesting how you describe the history of Twitter, given your book, because even though his management of Twitter was not genius-level successful, it does seem to have increased his mythology as a genius. Like, he sort of spread the word and myth about himself via Twitter, even as he was doing less-than-genius things at the actual company.

Lewis: The original title for the book, working title, for a long time was The Selfish Genius, which I liked as a pun and, it turned out, no one else got. But it did go to this idea that you are more likely to be held as a genius if you run a kind of election campaign for it.

So, one of my examples would be Isaac Newton, undoubtedly a brilliant mathematician but also extremely keen that he got the credit for calculus rather than his German rival, Gottfried Leibniz. These things don't necessarily happen by accident. Often, the genius themselves or their fans run a kind of publicity campaign for this idea of them as a genius.

Rosin: Right. Part of being "the genius," like, with quotes around it, is being your own PR around the genius. Like, you just have to be good at that.

Lewis: Yeah. Or you have to go and sit in obscurity and kind of let other people create the mythology for you.

Rosin: Right. And I guess Musk does both. I mean, he's able to rally an army of fans, stans, and to also do his own PR.

Lewis: And there's a phrase that Manvir Singh, the anthropologist, uses about shamans in traditional society, which is that they cultivate an air of "charismatic otherness." And I think that also very helpfully describes what geniuses do, or the people around geniuses do. I can't remember who it was who said that every Silicon Valley startup essentially functions like a cult. There's this mission, and there's this one guy at the top of it who's leading everybody on the mission.

And I think probably, in the case of Musk's earlier businesses, when he was trying to, essentially, solve climate change and solve space exploration, people did want to join the Elon cult. It's just when the mission is Let's turn Twitter into a more effective vehicle for racism and videos of people losing their shit on street corners, who wants to join that mission? Who wants to sacrifice their weekends to believe in that?

Rosin: Well, this is such an interesting moment because as the breakup is happening--and we're in the middle of it, so we don't know where it will land and what will happen to Musk's reputation, but--the language and the reputation is shifting in real time. So Trump has now reportedly referred to Musk as part genius, part child--he adds the word child--but also crazy.

And I'm just wondering if there's some moment where it's the one drop in the milk that curdles the milk--like, some line where what people used to perceive as eccentricities of the so-called genius suddenly seem like real negatives, not fake, charismatic negatives, but actual negatives--and if you've been tracing that line.

Lewis: The danger for Elon Musk now is that, having alienated basically anyone on the broad left of politics, his original constituency--back when he was a Democratic donor and he was talking about electric vehicles as necessary for combating climate change--they're all gone. He's now alienating anybody on the right who is loyal to Trump, which is, on the surface, everybody.

Who knows how they feel in the secrets of their hearts, but ostensibly the Republican Party is the Trump party, so he doesn't really have a kind of caucus who want to advance him as an argument. This is what I mean in the book, about genius being an argument for something. Calling someone a genius is often a way of making an argument. And the argument that Elon Musk, as lionizing him, was making, is the idea of: Government is slow and sclerotic and holds back innovation. You know, You need to let Tesla do its thing. You need to let SpaceX do its thing. That's the only way we get to the future.

And of course, that's a partial story. Tesla makes a lot of money by trading carbon credits to other car companies. It makes a lot of money from government subsidies from electric cars. These stories are very rarely as rugged and "Randian" as they appear on the surface. But Elon Musk was used as an argument for the singular innovative genius, and that's a right-wing argument predominantly in America as it currently stands.

But having lost the left, he's now just quite spectacularly lost the right, and you look at his approval ratings, and they are in the Mariana Trench--I mean, just could not be lower.

Rosin: When we're back, I ask Helen what happens when a reputation craters like Musk's has, and what the myth of genius can leave out of the story. That's when we're back.

[Break]

Rosin: And so that's what we are witnessing in real time now with Elon Musk, the kind of deconstruction of whatever mythology he had built around himself, and we just still don't know how it will play out. So once he no longer effectively represents that argument, maybe the sort of glow fades like he's not a genius anymore, because genius needs a purpose--like, a political or social purpose, the label "genius." And when he's not doing it effectively, Trump is less interested.

Lewis: Well, yeah. I mean, that's the point, isn't it? Musk is no longer as useful to Trump. Not least, I think the biggest thing that he did that was a mistake was to give his interview to Mishal Husain of Bloomberg and say, I'm not going to give any more money in the midterms, at which point, your reason for stifling your doubts about why this guy is toting his kid around and jumping in the air, and doing mad posts, and all that stuff is just taken away, right? There was a lot of Shut up and, like, We need his money. And as soon as you say, I'm cutting off the money, then people are free to air the opinions that they've clearly always held in the background anyway.

Rosin: Right. Like, the news about Musk's drug use, which had been bubbling up but is now pretty voluminous--although, we should say that Musk recently said he's not taking drugs and simply tried prescription ketamine a few years ago. That said, I could imagine a world where, previously, people would look at his reported psychedelic use and kind of excuse that as the habits of an eccentric genius. And now they look at it more--now that the "genius" label is fading--as more just genuinely dysfunctional.

Lewis: Yes. I mean, you are right to mention the drug use, because it's interesting that, again, genius is a sort of connection with the divine in a secular society. It's a promise of something superhuman. And so it's not surprising, to me, that you see lots of these tech guys talking about going to Burning Man, talking about doing ayahuasca, talking about altered states of consciousness--because that, again, positions them as modern shamans. You know, they're in connection with something that is outside of the experience of ordinary mortals.

I have this line in the book that genius transmutes oddness into specialness. And I think what happens is a lot of reverse engineering, where somebody gets anointed a genius, and then their whole biography is kind of combed through for things that confirm the theory. So it can be, you know, Oh, look at his childhood.

In the case of Elon Musk, the things we hear about his childhood was that he would have these reveries, where he would drift off, and that he was badly bullied. And those are, funnily enough, the same things that you hear about Thomas Edison's childhood. He was deaf and seemed to be spending a lot of time in the world of his own.

Now, that's true of lots of children, most of whom don't go on to greater achievements. But because you've put this label on someone, we look back and read everything through that prism.

Rosin: Right. Okay. So what does the template leave out then? Like, in the case of Elon, you know, there's a template. It leads to your rise in success. What parts are not told? What people get left out of a story like this?

Lewis: I mean, all the support staff, really, and all the people who kind of grease the wheels for the great man get slowly downgraded--all the collaborators. I still regularly catch myself and copy wanting to write "Elon Musk, founder of Tesla." And, of course, he wasn't, right? It was founded by two other guys, and he took it over. I mean, he was an early investor, but he got the title co-founder as part of a legal settlement. And the fact that X--you know, he was forced out of PayPal by Peter Thiel and the board. He had failures along the way too. All of that stuff kind of gets hastily kind of airbrushed away.

Like, I always think of it a bit kind of like a scaffolding around the kind of statue of David, right? And we knock away the scaffolding, and then we just got the perfect statue. And that's the way that we tend to look at geniuses. All of that kind of stuff.

And I have a chapter in the book, obviously, about wives. Having somebody who is both your kind of domestic partner and somebody who is maybe a muse or maybe your kind of collaborator, but happy to take a secondary role, that's a huge, huge advantage to you.

And also, material conditions: Why did Elon Musk move from South Africa to America? Because he wanted to study at the best university, where people were doing the most interesting stuff. He wanted to get funding from venture capitalists who are based in Silicon Valley. Elon Musk could not have been Elon Musk in Pretoria.

If he'd stayed there, he might have been a very successful businessman, but he wouldn't be who he is today. So this is what I find deeply irritating about the people who think that it's all them and they're this unique success story. Elon Musk's success story, credit to him--he has a great deal to do with it. But it is also a story of universities, of American culture, of American wealth, of everything that [Silicon] Valley built up over the course of more than half a century. There are a lot of other bit-part players in the story who shouldn't be downgraded so we can focus only on the protagonist.

Rosin: You know, I deeply appreciated your chapter about wives because one fact that always breaks my brain is how, across the decades and even up until now, we so closely associate the term genius with men. And you created a very simple formula, which is that a genius needs a wife, and it's much less often that a woman has a wife. And so, you know, that's part of the mythology.

Lewis: Yeah, I mean, Gertrude Stein had Alice B. Toklas, and that worked out pretty well for her. But it's been throughout history, yes, I think straight women have particularly suffered. I remembered this from writing Difficult Women, my previous book, which was about feminism. I had a chapter on the suffrage movement in the U.K., and there was a quote from the suffragette Hannah Mitchell that said, No cause was won between dinner and tea--which, to translate that into American meals, that's actually lunch and dinner.

But her point was that if you had domestic responsibilities, your thinking time was disrupted, and actually not just in sheer volume of hours, but just in the amount of your kind of brain space you could dedicate to having big thoughts. And it's really interesting that so many--you know, look at the MacArthur genius grants now. They are about taking away money worries and domestic concerns, in order that people can excel to their fullest potential.

We all acknowledge that it's really, really hard to manage that kind of big, demanding career as well as being a primary caregiver. In fact, it's pretty much impossible. I mean, Marie Curie managed it, just about, but very few people do.

Rosin: Yeah. Yeah. Now, Elon's interest in propagating little Elons--in your book, you describe a long history of geniuses being very interested in the continued propagation of geniuses as a special class. How does he fit into that history?

Lewis: Well, it's the propagation of people like themselves, really. I think that's the thing.

Rosin: But isn't it also this idea that you can propagate yourself? I mean, it's almost like trying to sort of take this idea of the genius and reduce it to some kind of perfect science? Like, you can just replicate it or clone it.

Lewis: Yeah, it's hardcore belief in the power of hereditary genius, which that's the title of the book, the 19th-century book, by Francis Galton, the eugenicist, Hereditary Genius, in which he attempted to categorize all of Britain into different classes, which he all gave a different letter to and worked out how many people fitted in each one.

Which to me now, that obviously sounds like a sort of deranged plan, but this was at a time when people were obsessed with classification and, also, because of the recent discovery of evolution by natural selection, a real interest in breeding and its effect on animals and, therefore, humans.

And from that, as you say, you do get this horrific legacy of eugenics, as practiced by both the Nazis and in lots of America, including California. But it persists in these soft forms about people wanting to have smart kids. Now, that's something that everybody would like to do at a kind of basic level. But there is this often-recurrent belief among supersmart people that their children will be supersmart.

And actually, statistically, the issue with that is that there is a very common phenomenon known as "reversion to the mean," which means that if you are very smart, you are an outlier--you've probably got the kind of best version of all of the genes that influence intelligence--and that your children are not likely to be outstanding to the exact level that you are and the exact way that you are.

So it's, to some extent a delusion, but it's a very recurrent one. And the story of the genius sperm bank, which there's a book by David Plotz about it, which I highly recommend to people. Essentially, an eccentric millionaire called Robert K. Graham, who made his money inventing shatterproof plastic lenses for spectacles, decides that he's going to go and collect the sperm of a load of Nobel Prize winners, in order to kind of breed a sort of better, superior race of Americans because America was getting very degenerate.

I mean, this is the bit that is always--the side adjunct to it is: Why do we need these geniuses? And the answer usually comes back, Modern culture is degraded. Everybody's lazy. Everybody's degenerate. Often that comes with racial overtones. You know, it's no longer 'pure' (read: white European). And so he said that he got three Nobel winners to donate, including William Shockley, who won the Nobel Prize for the invention of the transistor, and then embarked on an enthusiastic second career as a scientific racist and eugenicist.

And I think Shockley is an interesting template for a kind of proto-Elon Musk in the 20th century, in that he had an undoubtedly distinguished first half of his career, and then the second half of his career was spent saying increasingly radical things to enormous pushback, which he then presented as him being whatever the 1970s word for "canceled" was, as if the reaction itself proved that he was doing something right.

And also, in both cases, about a feeling that maybe the creative juice of the career had run dry but the attention tap needed to stay on. And that's something that I think you see with lots of people who talk about this kind of breeding of geniuses, is that they know that they're putting their hand on, you know, a hob that is still hot. They know people react enormously strongly to these discussions about race and intelligence, and, therefore, they can't stop themselves from dabbling in it.

Rosin: Right. Okay. So that's where we are now with Musk. Now he's a little bit of a different case study than some of the historical geniuses you write about, because he's alternately a genius and a juvenile idiot.

Like, he attracts genius sycophants as much as genius debunkers. What does that mean? Like, none of these other geniuses existed in the age of social media, where you had so much controversy around someone. Do you think that points to a different path for him?

Lewis: He's certainly a much more unfiltered genius than you've got in the past, but there are precursors to that. One of the reasons Thomas Edison is so famous is that he was operating in Menlo Park in New Jersey, which was a short train ride away from New York, which meant that if you were an enterprising young reporter on a big New York paper, you could get on a very easy train and be there in a couple of hours and stroll into his laboratory--where he would spin you a yarn about the latest thing that he was creating--and go home, write it up, and everybody would be excited.

Being Thomas Edison correspondent was a good gig. And so you did get a lot of him being publicized by a whole cadre of people whose careers came to depend on him. And as you say, in his later career, after his great success helping the electricity grid be put into New York, he did really run dry. He did some very badly received experiments with ore mining. By that point, he'd moved out of the kind of useful phase of his career into the kind of oracle phase. And people would come, and he would talk to them about intelligence and the spirit world and his plans for world peace.

And that is the phase--I think you're right--that Elon Musk is currently in. The only difficulty is that he doesn't have that filtered through a load of newspaper reporters in whose interest it is to present him in the best and most interesting possible light to perpetuate the myth of this kind of savant. What we have, instead, is him posting pictures of himself, like AI-generated images of him as Kekius Maximus, the gladiator, which makes it slightly harder to maintain the kind of genius mystique that you might hope for in those situations.

Rosin: Right, right, right. Yeah. I think the phrase you used about Edison was coasting on the fumes of his own publicity, and it made me see very vividly the possible future paths for Musk. Like, you can see a future where he just goes on and fixes Tesla and, you know, does some useful things for space exploration, as you mentioned. But there's this other path, where he's just increasingly a meme--like, increasingly ridiculous.

Lewis: He's at a crossroads right now. And, you know, Joe Rogan, the podcaster, who is a personal friend of his, said on his show last week, I think Elon needs to put the phone down. And I think at that point, when your extremely anti-woke friend who says--you know, I watched Joe Rogan do standup for the piece I wrote for The Atlantic last year, and he said, you know, Elon's so intelligent. He makes me feel like a man and his dog when I talk to him--if that friend is the one saying to you probably time to put the phone down, you have to hope that he would listen. But I don't know if he will.

But that is the great paradox of Elon Musk--is that he has two futures ahead of him: One, beloved sage who got us to Mars; one, vile shitposter who burned away a promising reputation while still maintaining a huge amount of money.

This might be a sort of delightful bump on the road in the Musk story. This might be the sort of Rocky-style montage, where he was at his worst low, and from that he rebuilt. Because these are stories and they're, therefore, flexible and they could be rewritten. But you can almost feel everything bending towards the shape that the story wants to be. That's how I felt when I was writing this, is that we have these templates and the facts end up being nudged towards them, and people end up acting in ways that do that actively too.

Rosin: Right. Let's move into an alternate universe, which is something that Musk likes to do, where Elon is not subject to the genius myth. How should we think of a person like Musk? Would you be just evaluating accomplishments? Like, would you say something a person did is genius, but you would not step into the trap of calling a person a genius, because that triggers so much else mythology--but it would be reasonable to say, Oh, this company or this decision that a person made was a genius decision? Like, would that be a better way to use that term?

Lewis: That's, ultimately, how I see it. It's better to talk about moments of inspiration, of fingertip touches with a divine, if you want to see it like that. I don't want to be a killjoy who crushes people's appreciation of-- you know, I write in the book about looking at the paintings of Van Gogh, which I just absolutely love, and the fact that he melded together impressionism and Japanese woodblock prints in this completely new synthesis.

And the paintings, you can just feel the emotion pouring out of them and the brush work is so distinctive. I just--you know, I love them, and I'm bowled over by them, and I don't want to cheapen that by being, you know, grubby about it and saying, It's just a painting. My 5-year-old could have done that. No one's better than anyone else. No, I do think that those paintings are some of the best expressions of genius, in the sense of being kind of unfathomable. But I do think that the mythology itself is essentially marketing, you know, in the case of Van Gogh, very much created by his sister-in-law.

So his posthumous reputation is bolstered by the idea of him as the tortured genius. And I think you're exactly right. In the case of Musk, it would be more interesting to read an appraisal of Tesla as a company or SpaceX as a company, and just take him out of the equation entirely, because I think that he's there looming over it and maybe, really, clouding people's judgment about those companies.

Tesla is paying him vast amounts of money, to the extent that it is currently in court about how much they want to pay him, because they believe that having a genius at the helm is so vital to what they're doing. And that may be profoundly distorting the reality of Tesla's market position. So yeah, I think it would be a healthier story to just try and put aside the mythology and see what's actually happening.

Rosin: Right. Well, that is so helpful, Helen. Thank you so much for helping us understand this moment through the lens of genius. And congratulations on your book.

Lewis: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend. 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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On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with a warning about President Donald Trump's behind-the-scenes strategy to subvert the 2026 midterm elections, by creating chaos to justify his use of extreme executive power. David also discusses how Trump's feud with Elon Musk reveals a deeper truth about power in the postdemocracy Republican Party.

Then David is joined by Arizona Senator Ruben Gallego to discuss how Democrats can win the votes of young men, the importance of free trade and patriotism in today's Democratic Party, and how Gallego has been so successful with Latino voters at a time when Latino men are trending so strongly Republican.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to another episode of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week is Senator Ruben Gallego from Arizona, one of the rising stars of the Democratic Party.

I recorded my interview with Senator Gallego on June 5, and at that time, I also recorded a monologue talking about the White House farce, tragedy, conflict between Elon Musk and Donald Trump--Elon Musk being the richest man in the world, the biggest contributor to the Trump campaign, the de facto chief of staff and vice president to Donald Trump; and Donald Trump, the president of the United States.

But one of the lessons of the Trump years is: It never pays to do things early. You always want to leave things to the last minute because however outrageous the big story on Thursday is, there may be something that happens on the weekend that is even bigger. And so it is. So we're topping that topper with another topper.

Over the weekend, there was an outbreak of unruly protest, disorderly protest, and even violent protest in Los Angeles against immigration raids by the Trump administration. I'm at some distance; I wasn't an eyewitness. I'm relying on news reports, and there's some uncertainty about exactly what happened, but it looks like rocks were thrown at ICE vehicles. Protesters tried to impede ICE officers doing their duty. Fireworks were shot off. A car seems to have been set on fire.

Now, all of this is illegal, disorderly, and must, of course, be met by the force of law. Fortunately, there are nearly 9,000 officers of the Los Angeles Police Department, uniformed officers with the right to arrest. And the state of California--in cities and counties and at the state level--deploys, altogether, more than 75,000 uniformed officers with arrest powers. So given the state of the situation, there looked to be nothing that the state of California couldn't cope with on its own.

Mercifully, at the time I record today, there were no reports of any injury to any law-enforcement personnel, which, if correct, gives you some idea of the disorderly and upsetting, but genuinely limited, nature of the lawbreaking on hand.

Nevertheless, President Trump announced an intent to federalize California's National Guard and send 2,000 military personnel into the state, and Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth chimed in with an offer of sending actual Marines from bases in California. Now, this is being reported as, in some ways, an immigration story, but it's really much, much more than that. By the way, as it happened, it looks like the National Guard was never sent (or certainly wasn't sent in time), and the Marines also weren't sent.

I think a way to think about what happened in California this weekend is as a trial run, a test, a practice for things that Donald Trump has in mind in 2026. Observers of the Trump administration have noted a strange paradox. On the one hand, Donald Trump is doing one after another outrageous act of seeming violation of rules, seeming illegality, selling billions of dollars of coins to persons unknown, accepting foreign jets--things that, if he loses the protection of control of the House of Representatives and the Senate in 2026, portend a world of trouble and even legal jeopardy for him in the second two years of his administration.

And yet, facing that danger, Donald Trump has blithely done one thing after another that seems guaranteed to lose him at least the House, and maybe both House and Senate, in 2026: the tariffs, this tax bill that offers very little to ordinary people, the economy slowly being ground into recession under the burden of all of his restrictive actions. I mean, to do tariffs and an immigration crackdown at the same time is really asking for an economic slowdown.

So how do you make sense of this? Does Donald Trump not know that the elections are coming? Does he not sense the danger that he's in, of what will happen to him, of what could happen to him should his party lose its ability to protect him in House and Senate? Well, I think the answer is: Donald Trump does know, and he does have a scheme to protect himself, but it's not doing popular things to keep his majorities in Congress. It's looking for ways to subvert the 2026 elections to prevent them from happening, or at least to control them so they don't threaten him at all.

Now, we have had some inklings of Donald Trump's thinking along these lines. We saw them in 2020, when people close to Donald Trump--like his former national security adviser Michael Flynn--advised him to use the military to suppress the 2020 vote. But Flynn's advice in 2020 came too late. The election had already happened. Flynn was looking to overturn an election in the past, not to prevent an election in the future. And that's a big thing to do, especially when court after court after court has ruled that the president and his supporters' claims against the 2020 election were utterly meritless.

Also, Donald Trump in 2020 had a military around him that was not likely to obey illegal orders. Under Secretary of Defense [Mark] Esper and under chairman of the Joint Chiefs Mark Milley, the Defense Department had said, Look--we will follow any lawful order of the president. But when the president suggests shooting protesters--as he did during the George Floyd riots--we're going say, "Mr. President, are you quite sure? I'm not gonna take a hint here. I need an order, and I need it maybe in writing, so that when I am court-martialed, I can show, 'The president told me to shoot those people.'" And Donald Trump always backed down because he couldn't rely on Esper and Milley to take the hint about what he wanted done.

But here's how his mind worked. We saw this in 2018. In October 2018, as Donald Trump was heading toward midterm elections that would cost him his majority in the House of Representatives, he began to get very upset about an immigration caravan that was supposedly--a so-called caravan that was--heading toward the border. And he began talking in October 2018 about needing a state of emergency to do something about this, to freeze the border, to militarize the southern states.

Now, that didn't go very far. In the first term, Trump's talk was often much more radical than Trump's actions. But you could see the way his mind was going. The president has very broad and quite messy emergency powers. He can do a lot of different things by invoking a state of emergency. He thought about it in 2018. He thought about it in 2020. He wasn't able to do it either time.

But in 2026, he's going to have a very different kind of administration around him. He's got a former talk-show host as a secretary of defense, one with a long list of allegations of heavy drinking and allegations of sexual abuse against him, who's completely beholden to Donald Trump. There are similarly beholden people running the Department of Homeland Security and the FBI. There's a striking lack of independent voices of people with substantial reputations and long-proven integrity--and, for that matter, proven loyalty to the law of the United States. He's got the administration of his dreams, and he's got the problem of a lifetime: the risk of losing the House of Representatives. So what's the plan? The state of emergency. And that was tested in California.

Now, how would this work? Theoretically, of course. We don't know any of this. I'm just telling you how a criminally minded person might advise the president. The president doesn't have a button he can press to stop elections. Elections are administered by the states. But what the president can do is put pressure on certain states, or delay or stop elections in certain states in order to convene the House of Representatives, which will be full of newly elected people from his states and vacancies from the other states.

There's some precedent for this. In 2018, the island of Saipan, which is a U.S. territory, was hit by a devastating typhoon, and the governor of the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands issued a series of emergency declarations--he's acting under federal executive power; it's not a state--including ordering postponing elections that were to be held in the territory for two weeks, including an election to the U.S. House of Representatives, where the Northern Marianas have a nonvoting delegate.

No one questioned this. It's a genuine typhoon, and things really were terribly, terribly disrupted. And two weeks is not so long to wait for the right to vote in the face of a genuine emergency. But that was a proof of the power to delay an election that could be wielded by a functionary of the executive branch.

Back during Reconstruction, the Grant administration often sent federal troops into areas where there was Ku Klux Klan activity to postpone elections, reorganize elections, redo elections. Again, that was Reconstruction; they were facing terroristic violence that was threatening the rights of, in South Carolina, half the population of the state. But there are precedents here.

Now, imagine this in 2026. President Trump provokes some kind of outbreak in California or in some other blue state. He declares a state of emergency. He sends the National Guard. And he says elections have to be postponed until order is restored. That may be weeks; it may be months. In the meantime, there are no representatives from California in the U.S. House of Representatives. With missing blue-state representatives, the red-state people will continue their majority, even though they would likely lose it in a free and fair election in 2026. I'm not saying this is something that will happen, but it's something that could happen, and I think it was something we just saw tested.

So I think as President Trump's mind wanders into places where no president's mind has ever wandered before, it's going to fall upon all of us to let our minds follow afterwards--to listen to the hints, to listen to things that sound crazy, to listen to people who sound crazy, because they may be the prophets of what's to come.

And now some thoughts on the Elon Musk-Donald Trump dispute, and then my interview with Senator Ruben Gallego.

[Music]

Frum: Everyone's talking about this. It's hard to think of anything additional to say beyond what's been said. But there's a point that I'd like to flag that I think has not gone discussed enough, which is: It's kind of insulting and kind of dangerous that American citizens have to care about this kind of personal dispute at the highest levels of government.

The question of whose side you're on in this kind of personality spat is not something you expect to see in a rule-of-law government. In an authoritarian regime, for sure. Presidents and secret-police chiefs fall out, and one will assassinate the other, send the other to prison. There will be coups and countercoups. But in a democratic rule-of-law system of government, personality is supposed to count not for nothing, but for a lot less. These are all functionaries. These are all servants of the people, highly replaceable. And when they dispute, historically, we expect their disputes to reflect something other than their mere selfish-ego needs.

For example, at the beginning of the Biden administration, there was a big dispute between former Secretary of the Treasury Larry Summers, one of the most important outside advisers of the Biden administration, and many of the economic insiders in the Biden administration. Summers warned that the spending plans of the Biden administration were probably too big for the needs of the economy and were likely to generate inflation. As it happened, he was right, but that's not the point.

Others in the Biden administration said, No, we made a mistake in the Obama administration, not spending enough before we were out of the woods. And anyway, this is an opportunity to get done a lot of things that we and the Democratic Party think are important. So we want to proceed with these spending plans, even at the risk of inflation.

And there was a big dispute about that. As I said, Summers was right, but that was hard to know in advance. The other people were certainly motivated by sincere concerns for their vision of the public good. And sometimes it got a little testy, and some personality issues did flare up, and people made ad hominem arguments, as they will. But what everyone understood was: This is not an argument about Summers trying to dominate the insiders, and the insiders trying to dominate Summers.

They were talking about something important to the public well-being: How big should the Biden post-COVID recovery plans be? How much money should be spent? How much debt should be incurred? This was something that honest and intelligent people could have meaningful, impersonal disagreements about, even if, as I said, ego gets attached, tempers flare, and the unfortunate things are said. That's the way it's supposed to be.

And you can find examples of this in many other administrations. Hawks during the Cold War days--there were always disputes between the hawks and the doves, between those who wanted to have a more forward policy toward the Soviet Union and those who wanted to try harder on detente, those who were more optimistic about China and those who were less optimistic. And always the question of: Where does the government spend its money? How? On what?

All of these things cause tensions and disputes. And you'll find them in back issues of old periodicals about the events of the day. But the theory was, and the practice usually was, that the issues drove the personalities, not the personalities drove the issues. It was not a question of personalities in dispute looking for reasons, looking for weapons to use against each other in the form of issues. It was a dispute about real issues: Should the government spend more after COVID? Should it spend less? How real is the risk of inflation in 2021, versus how real is the risk of persistent long-term unemployment? That's the way it's supposed to be.

What's going on between Trump and Elon Musk is like something out of (you'd read it in the pages of) Tacitus in the Roman empire, something out of postcolonial states, something you'd see in the Soviet Union when the secret police would dispute with the army. This is about egos and imperatives, about two people who see themselves as independent of anybody else and as principals, not as servants of the public. It's a question of personalist government.

I mean, think how weird and anomalous and really sinister the position of Elon Musk was. Elon Musk was the head of a government department. Now, formally, other people were named as the head of this DOGE--whatever, the Department of Government Efficiency--but Musk was given status as a special government employee. Everyone could see he was in charge. He hired other outside people and brought them in.

All of this at the same time as he was one of the government's largest contractors, and at the same time as he was an independent businessman who had not divested any of his companies. Normally, if you're a business leader and you go into government, you have to sever yourself from your business interests to avoid conflict-of-interest rules, which are not just opinions in the government but are actually backed by the force of law, or used to be--that if someone in government employ uses his power or her power to do something that advantages his business interests or hers, or to disadvantage a competitor or hers, that's against the law. And there are a variety of statutes that can catch you up.

Musk every day was ignoring all of those practices and rules and legislation, some of them backed by the force of criminal sanction. And the people who he brought into government, again, they often had outside interests or had past concerns that would've subjected them to conflict-of-interest rules. All of that, ignored. They imposed big cuts in important areas of government--not just the tragedy of cutting the HIV program in Africa, PEPFAR, that saved tens of millions of lives since it was initiated by President George W. Bush, but Securities and Exchange Commission, Internal Revenue Service. Agencies that directly bore on the active business interests of Donald Trump and Elon Musk, these were shut down by Elon Musk.

And maybe all those IRS employees who were in charge of auditing high-income individuals, maybe those SEC people who were dealing with allegations of SEC issues involving Musk, maybe they were all irrelevant and unnecessary and redundant and overstaffed. Or maybe they were just in the way, and somebody used personal power to get rid of them--personal power that was converted into state power to get rid of them.

Now, Musk is not activated just by self-interest. He does have these weird ideological ticks that seem to be getting weirder. And those have been part of what has driven the United States government too. The United States is turning away refugees from everywhere, including people who serve the United States and Afghanistan, and it's rolling out a red carpet for white Afrikaner farmers.

I don't know--maybe they've got a claim. I'm not hostile to the white Afrikaner farmers. But it is strange that there's a locked door for everybody else and a red carpet for the people with whom Elon Musk identifies, as his family originally comes from South Africa. Again, this is a question of using state power for personal ends.

Look--the statement that is supposed to define the United States government is that it's a government of laws, not men. The rules and regulations, the government is always supposed to be more powerful, more enduring, more important than the people who work in it. And the people there are there to serve. But that idea really does seem to be jettisoned--not just abandoned, but actively jettisoned, repudiated--in the Trump years. And this dispute exemplifies it.

Musk's particular criticisms of Trump's so-called big--what do you [call it]? Big, bouncing baby boy--whatever he calls that bill. Musk's may well be valid. The bill is irresponsible; it does add a lot of money to the debts and deficits in the out years. There's a kind of card trick going on here, where, in 2017, when Trump passed his first tax cut or the tax cut of the first administration, the only reason it met the deficit-and-debt rules that it had to be passed under was by saying it would expire in 2025.

Now that it is expiring in 2025, the Trump people say, Well, it doesn't really cost anything, because we're largely extending tax cuts that were passed in 2017. Yeah. But in 2017, you said they would expire, and that's why they had one price. If they don't expire, they have a different price, and you're engaged in a kind of hustle.

And so Musk's criticisms of this, they may well be true. But he's not criticizing because he's motivated by a disinterested concern for the public finances. Remember how his interests were exempted from all the budget cuts that were imposed on other people. He's mad at Trump for his own reasons, and so he's using a weapon at hand.

In his case, at least one of the things he's reaching for is true. The others--accusing Trump of being in the Epstein files--those may be more far-fetched. But he's reaching for everything he can get--but not because he cares about these issues, but because he's asserting his own ego to punish someone he's mad at. And Trump is doing the same. Trump is threatening to withdraw government business from Elon Musk's companies.

And, again, look--there's a strong case that Starlink and SpaceX should not be in private hands, the United States government should take them over. These are essential to national security. And if it's true that Elon Musk turned off Starlink to disadvantage the Ukrainians, he was using his corporate power for personal, ideological, or other interests at the expense of the public welfare. So that has to be dealt with.

But Donald Trump, again, is not motivated by impersonal concern for the public welfare. He's punishing an opponent. And so suddenly, conflict-of-interest rules that didn't interest him 15 minutes ago are suddenly the order of the day. We are having a breakdown of the rule-of-law system in the United States. I've often worried that you could have a Trump administration, or you could have the rule of law in the United States, but not both. You could have Elon Musk in government, or you could have government be pure of conflicts of interest, but not both. The law is the victim of both these men. And both of them need to be run out of town as fast as possible, after which, let the law take its course.

And now my conversation with Senator Ruben Gallego. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: The story of Senator Ruben Gallego is both an amazing story of personal achievement and also a classic American narrative of what this country can deliver. A son of immigrants in this country from Latin America, Ruben Gallego grew up in Chicago in a single-parent home. He joined the Marine Corps while still an undergraduate at Harvard. He served in combat in Iraq in a unit fiercely engaged with the insurgency. He settled in Arizona after his military service, was elected to the state assembly as a Democrat, then defied the red wave of 2014 to win election to the U.S. House of Representatives in that difficult year.

Here's where the high political drama begins. In 2018, Arizona Democrats elected Kyrsten Sinema to the U.S. Senate. In office, Sinema became alienated from her party and ultimately declared herself an independent. Congressman Gallego emerged as the leading challenger to Sinema's reelection. She decided not to run again, rather than face him. He then faced the ultra-Trumpy election denier Kari Lake in the general election of 2024, and beat her too. Along the way, Gallego's own image as a fighting progressive has shifted toward the political center. He's now regarded by many Democrats as one of their brightest future stars, and it's a pleasure and honor to welcome him to The David Frum Show.

Senator, thank you for joining us today.

Ruben Gallego: Gracias, David.

Frum: I'm speaking to you from about as deep inside the beltway as you can get--like, almost the buckle of the beltway. And some of our viewers may share that same condition with me. So just to enlighten all of us, when you said your constituents want a "big-ass truck," how big-ass is the truck they want?

Gallego: (Laughs.) Well, big enough for them to feel like they've succeeded in life. And I think that's, basically, what I'm trying to say. And when I joked about it, it really is somewhat true. Like, if you grow up, like I did, in a working-class Latino family, your measure of success was what people would consider artificial, but is actually real. It's the real, tangible things: Buying a home, being able to get a nice truck that is responsive to the fact that you worked hard for this, and you took a lot of pride in that truck. You wash that truck on the driveway every weekend, with your kids.

And when we can't deliver that as a party--me and Democrats as a party--if these men feel that we're not able to get them that future that can allow them to buy that "big-ass truck," or take that vacation, or feel a little more comfortable, or buy that house, or start that business, then we're going to lose their votes.

Frum: Well, let me ask you about that lesson. So I was going through the leadership of both parties, House and Senate, and I'm struck that leader after leader comes from about as safe a state as you can get: South Dakota; Wyoming; or New York, New York. And that's true, by the way, with the executive branch too. Donald Trump used to be a New Yorker, but he became a Floridian to run again in 2024. J. D. Vance comes from what used to be a swing state, Ohio--not a swing state anymore.

You're one of the very few people who's in the national conversation who comes from a highly competitive state, possibly even the most competitive state. So as someone who's won elections in a competitive state, what lessons do you think you have for the people who are looking at politics from the safety of the sidelines?

Gallego: Well, I think one of the things that you could give the credit to, really, me and Mark Kelly, for example, my senior senator, is that we don't have the luxury of being in anything safe.

And one of the benefits about Arizona, too, is that there is no real bubble in Arizona. I guess you could be in a political bubble if you want, but, you know, Democrats and Republicans live next to each other. They're still friends. They still hang out. They still work together. This is why you saw so many Gallego-Trump voters, right? Because these are the people that can make these nuanced separations of who they want, who they think best represents them.

And it also means that you can't avoid what is going on or what people's fears are. You know, one of the things that I think was very instructive for us--at least, like, just generally for my campaign--is that one of the things that that helped us is that we were very realistic about what was happening out there, what people were feeling. And while everyone was trying to say that the economy was getting better--because I think I'm in a competitive state, and, generally, I don't really live in an uppity area; I live in a working-class area in South Phoenix; I really get to touch real grass all the time--and I heard it from people at the grocery store, at the gas stations that they were just having a tough time making ends meet. And this isn't 2022 when I'm hearing this. I'm hearing this in early 2024. I'm hearing the sense of desperation that they're just working so hard, and they're just not getting anywhere.

Or these young men and women that are looking at the world that they don't understand anymore, because, you know, for Arizona, four years ago, if you had a family making middle-class, middle-income salary, you could afford a house. Now the average house in Arizona is about $530,000. And good luck, you know, finding that house; it's probably far out in the middle of nowhere and, on average, a 7.5 percent mortgage.

And so we talked to the voter about what they wanted to hear and talk about and what they were worried about. When everyone was trying to deny that there was a problem at the border, every Democrat was trying to deny the problem at the border, we knew that that was just not the case. And people were still talking about the border. They were worried about it, and they were mad at Democrats for allowing this chaos to happen.

Instead of running away from it, we ran right to the fight and brought the arguments about why we were better than our opponent on these issues. And I think that ended up being one of the saving graces, why we're able to outperform really all Senate Democrats in the country, considering, especially, that Arizona does have about 300,000 more registered Republicans than Democrats.

We have no choice as candidates--me, Mark Kelly, other statewide candidates--to make sure that we are actually figuring out a way to win in a bipartisan manner, by keeping our values also as Democrats but also delivering to Arizona. We have no choice. We have to do it.

Frum: One of the things I noticed about Democrats from sort of the safer areas is: They attach a lot of importance to words, and often more importance to words rather than to things. And I'm struck here--

Gallego: Or deeds, yeah.

Frum: There's been a project to evaluate why Democrats are doing poorly with men. And when you read the discussion about it, it's all about changing the way we speak, changing the way we frame things. The idea that there might actually be something of substance that is the problem, that's not something that seems to be very acceptable. Now, you don't have that luxury.

Gallego: I don't have the luxury. But also, it's like you don't--the Democrats are all about data until they don't like the data. The data for men is: They're just not doing well. This is not just Black men, Latino men. This is all men, right? We have the lowest amount of college attainment. Salaries are going down. Life expectancies are going down. There's just this general discontent within the male population. If you just look at the data, you would say, Hey--this population of the United States is not doing well. We should figure out what to do about it. Let's have conversations. Let's have town halls. Let's have real studies about this.

And what you see, and what I've seen in the past, is there's this--I try not to exaggerate how sometimes the Democrats can be anti-male, but there is a certain amount of that that does happen. When you start talking about it, people are saying, like, Oh, you're concentrating on males and forgetting X, Y, Z population, which I don't think is the case. I think we care about Americans. We should care about all Americans. And if men aren't doing well, us as a party who are supposed to care for the people that are not doing well, we should do something about it.

And we could do, at the same time, making sure we're protecting women's rights, making sure that women are also at the forefront of everything, that we're protecting the LBGTQ community, all these kinds of things, right? But the fact is, for some reason, Democrats have gotten sheepish about this. You know, there's people that are involved in different types of think tanks about the status of men and boys, and they're largely frozen out of the conversations around Democratic policy making, because what we want is: We want the male vote, but we want it cheaply. We want the male vote to come to us without us getting some other interest groups pissed off. And we also want the male vote to come with us, and we want it to be within our safe little tent of ideas and ideology, and we want them to be perfectly fine to fit with all of our other friends.

Which, guess what? That's just not how we're going to win. We're going to have to accept that some of these male voters are not going to be aligned with certain sectors of our tent if we want to win. If we don't want to win, then fine. Accept that we're going to be a small tent, and hopefully we win once in a while. But in reality: The Democrats want the male vote without actually having to work the male vote. And they think they can just throw a bunch of dudes on podcasts and, you know, bro it up, and that's somehow going to solve the problem. It's not going to solve the problem.

Frum: One thing that has been attended in the Trump years--and you can say this is actually a good thing about America, and maybe even one of Donald Trump's few positive legacies--is the American melting pot does continue to bubble along. You can see it as early as the 2010s, but you can really see it happening in the 2020s, that we are seeing a big decrease in race and ethnic polarization in the United States.

But we're paying for it by having this big increase in sex polarization. So men are men. Women are women. Wherever they come from, whatever the color of their skin, the women are voting more like each other; the men are voting more like each other. So the melting pot is bubbling, but the wall of separation between the sexes seems to be getting higher and higher.

Gallego: Yeah, a hundred percent. And look--some of it is COVID-induced. Some of it is: They're listening to different things. One of the things we knew instinctively, because growing up Latino and working class: Latino men do not intently watch Univision, Telemundo. They don't intently follow politics. They largely are disconnected from the normal avenues of--well, I would say that normal people kind of consume news and political news.

And one of the things that I emphasized on my campaign early on is a nontraditional way to reach these men, because you've got to understand the way these guys are. I mean, when I was in construction, I would wake up at 6 a.m., go to the site. Hopefully, it'd be done by 3 p.m. but probably not. So maybe you're back at home by 5 p.m. You're dirty as hell. You're smelly as hell. You're jumping in the shower, and then maybe, you know, you're in time--you've made it home in time for dinner, right? You're sitting down to dinner, and then you have probably a couple hours before you zonk out to start the next day.

Do you want to spend that time watching the news? Do you want to spend that time talking politics? No. You want to spend time with your family or with your friends, because your day sucked, and it's going to suck again tomorrow. And so you do this rinse and repeat, rinse and repeat.

So where are they getting all their information from? Well, a couple places. Number one, they're getting it from their other coworkers at worksites--which by the way, people forget when it comes to Latino men, the people they're most likely to work with besides other Latino men are white working-class men, right? And white working-class men are very much politically involved and have a lot of political information that they're getting. And they're sharing it with their Latino coworkers, right?

And number two, they're living off their phones through different social media, whether it's Instagram, Snapchat, or all this kind of stuff, Twitter. So one of the things that we emphasize is trying to figure out how to get a message, a vibe, about who I was to these Latino male voters early on, so that way they understood, like, Ruben Gallego is a Democrat. Ruben Gallego says he's for the working class. But then we also had a very strong cultural attachment. Like, He understands me. He actually worked at factories, worked in construction, understands the dignity of work, the responsibility of a man to his family, to provide for his family, and how important that is to me as a man.

And that kind of stuff, we are afraid to approach to get these men to start considering us as Democrats. And then, because we never talk about it, we never give them the dignity of allowing them to be family leaders and not making them feel bad about being family leaders. And then we're surprised when, year after year, we don't continue to have this conversation with us, they keep on moving away from us. And it's a dumb trade-off, because we continue to do that because we think that somehow we're going to piss off female voters.

And I don't think that's the case. Female voters are worried about their sons or daughters and their husbands. They're worried about the fact that they're becoming less social. They're worried about the fact that they're not actually being productive in life. And they want to have good husbands--heck, they want to have good ex-husbands that are involved with their kids' lives, and they're making good pay and paying their child support, things of that nature.

But for some reason, the Democrats have continued this trade-off, and it's going to continue going until we realize: Making sure [of] people's economic needs will cross all racial barriers and, if you do it rightly, will also cross these gender gaps that we're seeing.

Frum: Well, let me ask you: You're famous for having banned the use of the term Latinx from any communication you do. But let me ask you about a term you've been using: Latino. You're originally from Chicago. If someone practiced politics in Chicago 100 years ago and someone said there's this thing called an Eastern European o--Croat, Serbs, they're the same; Poles, Ukrainians are the same; everybody loves the Ashkenazi Jews--it's just one thing.

Gallego: I think if Chicago, like--if you weren't Irish or Scottish or Polish, you were Bohemian. That's the way they would describe any European that they couldn't describe. Yeah. And then me, growing up, you were Spanish or Mexican, if you were lucky, or Puerto Rican.

Frum: But let me ask you this: Is this concept of Latino helping anybody understand anything at all? And as particularly the Democratic Party, that a lot of Democratic Party politics has been driven over the past quarter century by the idea, Okay, there's this new minority. They all come from the same continent and half a continent--because Mexico, of course, is in North America--and most of them speak Spanish, some speak Portuguese, some speak indigenous languages. But we're going to group them into a thing, and we're just going to assume we own them, and they're going to naturally gravitate to voting for us. They're going to be in opposition to the standard organization of American society, and they're going to want minority set-asides. And that's the way to talk to them. And the very invention of the concept of Latino has been a disabling--part of your family comes from Colombia; part of your family comes from Mexico. Those are very different historical experiences.

Gallego: Oh, hell yeah.

Frum: And with Eastern Europeans, we would understand if your father was Serbian and your mother was Croat, that didn't make you an Eastern European o; that made you a person with two different heritages that you had to balance.

Gallego: I think the mistake that happened, it's like the names don't matter so much. Now go back to why Latinx matters versus Latino: What happened within the progressive left, as well as the Democratic Party, is that you had all these Latinos that kept voting Democratic, right? Yeah, no matter what.

And the difference was two things. Number one: There was discrimination against Latinos. I mean, you saw signs going into the 1970s, you know, no spics, no dogs allowed. In the Southwest, there was housing discrimination, there was educational discrimination. And of course, that drove those voters to the Democratic Party, because we were the only party, really, that was outright for equality. The level of income attainment was extremely low. So the Latino population on average was poorer than the Anglo population. And the Democrats were the party of the middle class, a working class of: Who's going to protect your rights? Who's going to protect your wages? Who's going to give you an opportunity to go to a good school and live the American dream? That was the Democratic Party.

What happened is: the Democratic Party kind of kept on evolving, and the Latino population kept growing bigger and bigger. The Latino population changed--and I don't mean change, as in there was new populations that came in, except for the Cubans; that's another tangent and a weird story there. But we got bigger, and we also got richer within our population. And even though, on average, Latinos are poorer, we have a lot of great success stories in America, right?

If you look at the police forces in a lot of our big cities, you have a lot of Latino police forces. You have a lot of Latino firemen. So there's been this--and this is a good story, by the way. This is a good story. This is what you want to happen to your immigrant communities, right? This is the story of the American dream. We are moving up to middle class; we're moving everything else. And so the Democratic Party just never changed as the Latino population was changing, right?

And if anything, it actually went further away from what they were, right? Focusing more on social issues and not so much on the economic issues that we were known for. And then also, just adopting things that the Latino community would naturally be against, right? Open borders, for example, was something that if you had Latino friends, they would've told you, Well, that's dumb. Like, why? Why would you do that? Kind of the anti-police rhetoric. We live in neighborhoods where we want police to treat us well but also to be present, and this anti-police rhetoric that took off for many years affects them, especially, again, when we have so many people that are in the military--sorry, in the police force.

And this kind of moving away from this idea of patriotism being a core value of the Democratic Party and understanding that America is an exceptional country and we should pride and value that, it goes against the grain of what Latinos know, right? Our kids serve in the military. We actually come here because we think it's an exceptional country. And when Arizona--sorry, when Democrats are sheepish about talking about the country in that way, it does an impact.

Frum: Well, let me ask you about the military. So you were in Iraq. You served with a unit that took a lot of casualties. You saw some hard things. Some of the people in your cohort who returned from Iraq, like the serving vice president, have been radicalized and embittered--or so they say that's why they've been radicalized and embittered. He wasn't radicalized and embittered. I knew him when he immediately came back from Iraq, and he wasn't radicalized and embittered then, but the farther the experience recedes, the more embittered he becomes about it.

Other people who have served in the post-9/11 wars--like your former House colleague Dan Crenshaw, like some of your Senate colleagues, Tammy Duckworth--they retain their faith in America's purposes in the world, that American military power is a necessary thing and a force for good. How do you process your military experience, and how does it affect the way you think about America's role in the world and America's military in the world?

Gallego: Yeah, I mean, for me, it's pretty interesting just because, I mean, the vice president and I were actually in Iraq at the same time. He was serving on a base called Al Asad, and I was a frontline infantry unit that was never on base. And actually, my unit was from Ohio, so the Reserve unit I served with, Lima 3/25. And as you know, we ended up, unfortunately, seeing a lot of combat and lost a lot of men.

And I actually did come back embittered. I came back embittered at the administration for sending me to a bogus war to begin with. And they sent me to a bogus war without the equipment that I needed, that got a lot of my men killed--and the manpower, by the way, because I was covering an area the size of West Virginia with only a company of men, or battalion, I should say. And so I was very embittered at our government about that. But it never made me an isolationist, because I think, looking at the world in a rational way, we can't afford to be isolationist.

I want security for the future of my kids, and I want economic security too. Part of that is going to be that we have to have friends, and we need strong friends. Because we don't have the mass that China has. And I'm not talking about the military mass--because I don't want to go to war with China--but we don't actually have the actual manpower, economic leverage that we have, unless we have other friends, unless we have other allies. And when it comes to any kind of military support, having other friends that are with us.

And I want to prevent wars. I think the best way for us to prevent wars is to have alliances, is to believe in actual treaty obligations, and also to find ways to prevent wars through multilateralism, through investments in bringing down, for example, poverty around the world. I mean, one of the reasons why I had such a hard time fighting over there is because everybody in western Iraq was trying to kill me, and some of these people weren't even trying to kill me because they were idealogues, but because they were poor. Some insurgent was going to give him a hundred bucks just to drop an IED at the side of the road, right?

Like, I saw the actual results of instability in the world. And yes, there was a lot of bad leadership decisions and somewhat criminal decisions that came from the Bush administration. But tearing down the system that has actually brought the longest amount of peace, in general, in the longest time since World War II is just plain dumb. And some of the things that I think actually motivates these people to actually try to destroy these institutions is because: If there's less institutions that are connecting us, if there's more isolationism, it actually empowers the most powerful people within this country, which I don't think we want either.

I see this as the opposite way. It doesn't mean we have to be everywhere. I certainly have not supported engagements or potential engagements all around the world. I supported us, for example, when it came to the JCPOA, because I don't want to go to war with Iran, under President Obama. I've been against some of our potential expeditions and longstanding, overstayed, and out of compliance with some of our rules and regulations in terms of operating overseas, like in Syria and other countries. And I think we should have deep oversight.

But this idea that we're just going to go to zero and close down the borders, I think is just not, when it comes to our alliances, is just not realistic. It's not going to happen, and I think it's going to make more unsafe than anything else, and I think will actually lead us to more of a situation in terms of a confrontation with China than less.

Frum: You're on the border, and the Trump administration, one of its areas of greatest military adventurism has been with increased military activity in Mexico. They're overlying drones. They say the drones are unarmed, but they're drones that are capable of being armed. It looks like they didn't give the Mexican government advanced notice of all the drones that are flying. President Trump, the vice president, many others in the Republican Party have spoken about taking some kind of military action inside the territory of Mexico or on the seas that are just outside Mexico's territorial waters. How do you think about that as someone who represents Arizona?

Gallego: We want, and we do have, a good relationship with the Mexican government in Arizona. Our police forces will talk to their police forces. They have problems. There's no doubt there's corruption. There's no doubt. But what you've seen is when some of the best outcomes have always been when we've actually worked with our friends and treated them like friends and allies, and helped them build their capability to fight back, fight corruption, fight these cartels, fight these terrorists.

You've seen some of the best COIN operations in, for example, Colombia that were effective. And I think we could continue doing that. But if we decide to do these unilateral actions without working with these countries, without giving them some level of respect, we're going to end up having less support from that government, but less support from the people who will continue to hide these horrible, horrible humans that are also terrorizing these communities.

It's also very insulting to a lot of--and this is something that I've seen that we've done, not just to them but to sort of Afghan allies we're not rolling in. It's insulting to them as if they don't have some agency, right? Thousands and thousands of Mexican police officers, government workers die every year fighting these cartels. And the fact that we kind of give this whole broad brush and say they're all corrupt, they're all evil I think is something that's going, again, to not help us make friends where we need friends to fight these organizations.

Frum: Well, you mentioned Colombia. Until a little while ago, it looked like one of the big successes of American policy in the 21st century: Plan Colombia that restored order, the reorientation of the Colombian economy away from drugs to exporting agricultural goods that serve people rather than killed people.

Colombia got hit with a wave of tariffs by the Trump administration. Now he's helped to legitimate the far left that has come back into Colombian politics. Is that a situation that you follow, and what lessons do you see for countering surgency from the Colombian experience?

Gallego: Yeah, I do follow it a lot. Look--you know, when President Petro of Colombia really used this opportunity to kind of create this jingoistic situation where you're able to draw attention to the sins of what the United States is doing, and not necessarily the things that are occurring in Colombia, which economically aren't great. And when you're putting tariffs, you're creating two things: Number one, for your kind of marginal farmer, especially out in rural Colombia, doing, you know--export farming is profitable, but not that much. And it is also fairly marginal, right? It is a lot more profitable for you to farm and harvest cocoa, right? And other, drug, products.

And so you're making an economic incentive for people to move away. You're also messing with our economy, too (the United States economy), because talking to some of these big industries down there who import American flour, corn, soy--they're right now looking for new partners anywhere else besides the United States because they don't want to deal with the drama of Am I under a tariff? versus Am I not under a tariff?

You know, their biggest import from the United States is actually soy, which is ridiculous considering they're essentially next to--they share a border with--Brazil. Now, you know, the Brazilian soy market is hunting around in Colombia, trying to basically say, like, We're your better partner. They're gonna--look: They're gonna try to get flour from somewhere else. You know, the Colombian farmers, because it's a very volcanic earth, really value American tractors and farm equipment because they're solid. You know, they have a great reputation. They're easy to fix. The parts are easy to get. And now they're trying to get new products from Korea, from China, from Europe, because they don't want to deal every year, again, with whether your tractor is going to end up having a 10 percent, 20 percent tariff or counter-tariffs. So this is the instability we're causing.

That what was essentially unnecessary instability, right? Because Colombia has always accepted Colombians that are being returned for deportation. All they were asking is, like, Hey--just don't bring them in a military plane and we're fine. And I think that's some of the least thing we--one of the things we could do to keep relations, to keep the flow going, obviously, people that should be deported. But, you know, we end up, again, shooting ourselves in the foot because the way that this administration does security is they focus on being tough and not smart. They focus on showing, like, We're gonna do these things, but at the end of the day, all they're doing is causing more chaos.

They were talking about criminals, and now they're rounding up kids, rounding up parents, rounding up workers that we need, just so they could prove that they're wrong, when the voter really did not ask for that. They didn't ask for this, they asked for criminals. They asked for a tighter border; they got a tighter border. But now you're deporting families just so you could say you're hitting these arbitrary numbers that Stephen Miller wants.

Frum: A lot of you--you talk about the harm of tariffs very eloquently. A lot of people in your party have been having a difficult time articulating a tariff message because they actually kind of like tariffs.

If President Trump has been the most protectionist president since 1945, President Biden was the second-most. And so you hear a lot of Democrats saying things like, Well, I'm against dumb tariffs. I'm for smart tariffs, implying they're for smart tariffs, implying that there is or could be such a thing as a smart tariff.

And the result is you have a very narrow difference. And to your point just now, I mean, when Democrats say, I want to do the same thing as Donald Trump, but I want to do it smarter, what a lot of people hear is not, Well, you are smarter. [It's] Oh, you're the party of people who think they're so smart, but you don't actually have a principled criticism of what the president does. You're just showing off that you think you're better educated and more intelligent. But you want to do the same thing, only with fancier words, the way you always want to do it.

So are there Democrats who are going to be able to say, You know what? Tariffs are just dumb. Don't do them. We should trade in peace and freedom with the rest of the world?

Gallego: Are there? --I mean, I'm not a miracle worker here, David. But look--what we've seen in terms of the turnaround in our economy, right? If you would've said eight years ago that the United States was gonna be able to manufacture the majority of the chips it needs within 10 years, we would've been like, You're freaking nuts, right? Because all the chip manufacturing was being done overseas. And within that short time period, we were able to stand up and move U.S. manufacturing of advanced chips to a point where we're going to be net exporters in the next couple years.

That wasn't from tariff policy; that was from an actual industrial policy about how we're actually gonna brick this back, right? And we need to figure out how we can bring certain industries back and how we could do it smartly by competing, right? By having the best workers possible, by having the best industry possible, with having the best regulatory frameworks they could add to the tax policies, everything else. Like, that's how you make it.

So you could actually bring these middle-class jobs back. But the other thing that really annoys me is that, like, who do they think works these middle-class jobs? Who do you think works these factories? Right now they're about, last I heard--I'd have to go back and check. But, you know, we're probably close to a million--sorry, we're at about a million factory jobs that are opening right now. Those are immigrants that work those jobs. When I was working at a meat factory, growing up, I got $1 more because I was the only one that spoke English--or, well, I spoke English. I'm sure there's others that spoke English too.

But the people that worked at that factory were Mexican immigrants and Polish immigrants, right? So let's say we do build that steel plant here. First of all, let's find the investors that are willing to put in the seven to 10 years to build it. Like, the people that work in a lot of these places are the people that we're trying to kick out of this country right now, or won't let in.

And so how are we--how is this smart in any way?

Frum: You come from one of the most outward-facing states in America, in the country--a border state, a state with a dynamic economy, a state of entrepreneurship and immigration. If anyone's gonna carry a flag for open trade, free trade, it's gonna be a senator from Arizona. John McCain was a great free trader. Can we look to the senators from Arizona to lead the fight against tariffs and for free trade?

Gallego: Yeah. No, like, I think I can't speak for the other senator, but what we've seen is, like, Arizona is richer because of trade--and not just, by the way, [with] Mexico, which, by the way, has definitely been a big driver, besides the fact that everyone just focuses on the security side of it. We are actually a richer state, and the country would be much richer if we actually made our ports of entries faster, more aggressive, and predictable in some regards because some people don't know when they're gonna come in.

But we are now trading with, you know, all around the world. We just opened up a direct airline route, or will be soon, from Phoenix to Taiwan. Our jobs, our high-skilled jobs, our highest-paying jobs are due to trade. And in some regard, if we actually want stability, especially in the Western hemisphere, we should embrace free trade that, you know, emphasizes our brothers and sisters south of the border getting good-paying jobs, getting those industry jobs that we don't want to do in the United States, so they could stop the migrations that are moving here to the United States. There is a way for this all to be a win-win for the United States. And I think using our ability, in terms of our superpower--which I think our biggest superpower is actually human capital--where we can bring anyone from all around the world and use their drive, their brainpower and put it into this massive other amount of brainpower to experiences all around the world. We could outcompete anybody, but we actually have to believe in them. We have to make the investments in them. And I think that is going to be a better way to actually move the middle class, get them those jobs that they need, than these types of, like, ham-fisted tariff policies.

Frum: Last question, because I know we have a hard out, and you've been very generous with your time. You came from a tough background. You had an astonishing career. Your talent was picked out early. You went to Harvard. You volunteered. You saw some dark things in combat. You came back. You chose politics after that background at a strikingly early age. You didn't get rich first. You went into politics directly.

Gallego: I did want to get rich first, to be honest. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Why did you choose politics?

Gallego: You know, I think it really chose me. I always wanted to do government service. I actually thought that I was going to end up in the State Department, or the FBI, or something of that nature. I got back from the war--I mean, I was fucked up, to be honest. You know, my best friend died. It was seven months of just hard, hard combat.

And then we got back and, you know, we were Reservists, and they just let us go, right? So two weeks after I get back from Iraq, I am given my orders, I throw my stuff in my sea bag, and they're, Right. You're out; you're gone. You know, no housing, nothing. And luckily, I had friends and family to fall upon.

But then the stories started coming from my guys that they were having problems getting jobs. They were having problems getting VA treatments, getting into the VA--all these things that were just terrifying to me. And I was already pissed from the war because, again, they sent me to war without the proper armor on our vehicles, proper intelligence, without enough manpower, all this kind of stuff.

And so I found myself talking more and more to these guys about--these guys, my brothers--trying to help them get into the VA, trying to help them get into school. You know, some of them were living on my couch for a little bit to keep them off the streets. And I started complaining to the state reps, to the state senators, Why can't my guys have in-state tuition? Marines would be overseas for three years, and they'd come back to their home state or to another state, and they say, like, Well, you never lived here. Like, Yeah, well, I've been gone forever.

And it just kept on coming back and forth, back and forth, and I just kept complaining to congressmen and to everybody. And I realized that, I mean, everyone talks a big game, but no one really gives an f about us until they really need us.

But I have a purpose here, and it's going to continue to service. You know, my guys and I are going to have our 20-year reunion this year. I'm 45. I'm one of the older side of veterans, and if I'm not doing this right now, you know, who's going to hold this administration to the fire? They want to cut 83,000 veteran--VA employees arbitrarily, right? And for me, I'm able to use my position as a veteran, as a combat veteran, and I'm pushing back on them. I'm not sure if I was here, would someone be doing as aggressively as I am? And I think that that tells me I'm doing something right.

Frum: Thank you. Thank you for the time today. I'm really grateful. Thank you for the candor. It's been an interesting conversation. I really appreciate you taking the time for us. Bye-bye.

Gallego: Appreciate it. Adios.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Senator Gallego for joining me here on The David Frum Show. Remember, if you enjoy this dialogue and similar content, please subscribe to The Atlantic. That's the best way to support the work of The David Frum Show and all of my Atlantic colleagues.

I'm going to close with some farewell thoughts about the weekend ahead. If you are planning to fly into Washington, D.C., over the weekend of June 14, be prepared for a lot of airplane closures. Reagan National Airport will be closed, and traffic at the other regional airports is likely to be disrupted. The reason for this is the big parade scheduled for June 14.

Now, ostensibly, this is a parade to salute the 250th anniversary of the United States Army, founded in June of 1775. But we all know this story is not true. The Continental Navy was founded in the fall of 1775, and the Marines shortly thereafter. They, too, are celebrating 250th anniversaries this year. No parade for them, because their anniversaries do not coincide with the birthday of President Trump. President Trump is throwing a big birthday bash for himself at public expense, making a parade, which he has wanted for a long time.

And the Army is his excuse but not his motive. As I say, if it were the real thing, you would find a way to honor the Army, the Navy, and the Marine Corps together, all of them celebrating their 250th anniversary this year. Now, President Trump has wanted a big military parade since he saw one in France in his first term, on Bastille Day. The Army and the other services, the Department of Defense, resisted this demand for a long time, and for three main reasons.

The first was the reason of expense. The Trump birthday party, the military component of it, will cost, all in--both the cost of the parade and the cost of repaving the city streets afterwards--probably in the vicinity of $100 million. That's a very large amount of money, even by military standards. And in the first term, at least, the money would've been spent at a time of general prosperity and pretty lax controls of spending. In the second term, President Trump is engaged in massive budget cuts throughout the rest of the government. We've eliminated the PEPFAR program for Africa that delivers anti-HIV drugs to Africans of all ages, and especially children. People's lives are at risk to save the $7 billion that PEPFAR costs. It's indecent to be cutting PEPFAR and throwing the president a $100 million birthday party. So the military has resisted on grounds of expense.

They've also resisted on grounds of uselessness. Look--parades used to serve a purpose. The skills on display in a parade--marching in step, the cavalry trotting in line--those were highly relevant military skills in the days when armies fought in formation, when infantry formed into line, when cavalry moved at a trot. But in today's world, the skills that you need to do at a parade have nothing to do with how armies fight.

And the weeks and weeks of preparation that the units have to do in order to be ready for the parade is just a waste of time. And these are all, by the way, highly paid, highly skilled professionals. Their time is valuable. We want our war fighters, as Secretary of Defense Hegseth calls them, to be preparing to fight actual 21st-century war, not demonstrating their skill and readiness to fight the wars of the 18th and early 19th century.

But there's an even more fundamental reason that the Army resisted for such a long time, and that was: They sensed there was something political about these parades. Trump was not doing this, really, to salute the military. He was summoning the military to salute him. And the military, rightly, would never refuse an order, but they would point out, This is expensive. This is a distraction. And if you order us to do it, we will leak the details of how expensive and how useless it is to the newspapers, so that everyone will see what you are doing.

That was the first term. But in this second term, the military is headed by people who--unlike the military leadership in the first term--under Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, pose no resistance to the orders and demands and wishes and imperatives and whims of President Trump. The Hegseth DOD is an arm of Trump's PR politics. And so it's all parade, all the time. There is no one now to advocate for the interests of the national defense against the whims of the president.

I think this you've all heard before, but there's something else I want to point out here. The idea that a president would cause massive inconvenience to the traveling public, disrupt the traffic of the District of Columbia, all to honor himself is a real slap in the face and a real denial of the fundamental relationship that the constitutional system envisions between the president and the people.

The president is a public servant. He is the highest-ranking government employee. He's not the master. He's not the king. He's not the emperor. Traditionally, presidents receive no honor of any kind in their own lifetimes. If they had distinguished themselves in office, after they had passed then they would be honored in all kinds of ways: the Lincoln Memorial, the Jefferson Monument. Everything's the other way around. I think it's the Lincoln Monument and the Jefferson Memorial. You'd issue postage stamps for them. The streets would be named for them, counties. There are Jackson Counties all over the United States. Presidents were honored after the end of their lifetime. But in their time, they were just another government employee, like the undersecretary of agriculture. And there certainly was no public commemoration of their birthdays.

Donald Trump does not see himself as a public servant. He sees himself as a public master. That's why he's always demanding thanks for his allocation of government resources. When President Trump sends emergency assistance to a county that's in need, it's not his money. No one owes him any thank-you. He's doing his job, sending the public's money to the place where public law provides for it to go. And yet he thinks, because he is the president, he, therefore, is owed deference, he is owed obedience, he's owed thanks, and he's owed a parade.

And this habit of thinking is spreading through his government. Other Cabinet secretaries have also given themselves birthday parties of public expense and have issued statements on Twitter saluting the Cabinet secretary for the birthday. It's a habit that grows from the top down, and it's a violation of the way that Americans used to conduct themselves.

Look--in Britain, there's a long and lively tradition of military parades on the monarch's birthday. They troop the colors. In fact, this year, the trooping of the colors for King Charles's birthday will be June 14. Charles's birthday will be June 14, just like President Trump's parade. But Charles's parade is not on his actual birthday; his actual birthday is in November. but he's going to have his parade on June 14 because that's the best day for the public to watch it and enjoy it, and it's also the easiest day for the troops to parade. If you know London, you'd much rather parade in the June sunshine than in the November gloom and rain.

So Charles, the king of England, is thinking of others when he arranges the continuation of the long-established tradition of the trooping of the colors on the monarch's birthday. President Trump, ostensibly a servant of the people, ostensibly a lowercase r Republican official, ostensibly just the highest-ranking person in the government bureaucracy--he's doing more than King Charles to honor himself at other people's expense and other people's inconvenience. It's not the biggest scandal of the Trump administration by any means, but in some ways it's the most revealing.

Thanks so much for joining me today. I'm David Frum. I hope you'll return next week for another episode.

[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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'Look, This Show's Good. It's Essentially Moral.'

<em>The Simpsons</em> has always been a wholesome show--even if some critics didn't necessarily understand that.

by Alan Siegel




In 1992, The Simpsons was one of the most beloved sitcoms on television. Critics adored it; the ratings were climbing higher and higher; the show had entered what fans would eventually come to regard as its funniest period, roughly Seasons 3 through 8.

But the animated series still scared some adults. There had never been a boy on network TV as openly irreverent as Bart Simpson, who said "hell" and "damn" and talked back to his teacher. Mere months after the show debuted, in December 1989, schools across the United States started banning a T-shirt declaring, "Bart Simpson 'Underachiever': And Proud of It, Man!" James Dobson, the founder of the evangelical organization Focus on the Family, weighed in on that particular piece of merch, writing that it made the "pervasive problem of underachievement" even worse.

As quaint as Bart's antics might seem now, he and The Simpsons as a whole represented youth in revolt. The moral panic was misplaced, but not unusual--part of a long national tradition of culture wars waged under the pretense of politics.

But what critics of the prime-time cartoon either fundamentally misunderstood (or conveniently overlooked) was its core truths. Bart loved his parents. He went to church with them. The Simpsons sometimes struggled to make ends meet, and they didn't always get along, but they stuck together. They were a typical middle-American family--and, despite Bart's rude language, not the symbol of societal rot that culture-war targets are often imagined to be.
 
 There are numerous early-season examples of the family's underlying integrity. Marge's bowling instructor, Jacques, woos her, but she resists and dramatically reconciles with Homer, whom she'd been arguing with. Homer decides to steal cable, but eventually stops when Lisa, the show's voice of reason, convinces him it's wrong. Lisa exposes a corrupt congressman at the expense of personal glory. Homer gives up religion only to realize that his faith is important to him. Sure, there's a scene in the series premiere in which Bart gets a real tattoo--but the story ends sweetly, with the family adopting a greyhound track reject named Santa's Little Helper.
 
 "Look, this show's good," the Simpsons writer Jeff Martin once told me. "It's essentially moral. It's for everybody."



In its early days, The Simpsons was everywhere: on TV, on merch, on magazine covers (back when that still moved the needle), in the Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade. The show's ubiquity is likely what put it on the radar of George H. W. Bush's administration. In May 1990, a news story mentioned that the White House's drug czar, William Bennett, had noticed a Bart Simpson poster at a rehabilitation center. "That's not going to help you any," Bennett reportedly said to the residents. (He later claimed that he was kidding.) In a People interview later that year, first lady Barbara Bush called The Simpsons "the dumbest thing I've ever seen."

In the first case, the show's producers responded with a snarky statement: "If our drug czar thinks he can sit down and talk with a cartoon character, he must be on something." In the second, they decided to take a kill-'em-with-kindness approach, sending the first lady a letter written in the voice of Marge, who politely defended her family. "Ma'am, if we're the dumbest thing you ever saw," Marge wrote, "Washington must be a good deal different than what they teach me at the current events group at the church." Barbara Bush sent an apologetic reply: "Clearly," she wrote, "you are setting a good example for the rest of the country."

At that point, the Bush-Bart beef was dead. Then, early in his reelection campaign, the president brought it back to life. On January 27, 1992, he spoke at the National Religious Broadcasters convention. His speech wasn't terribly memorable, except for one section. "The next value I speak of must be forever cast in stone," Bush said. "I speak of decency, the moral courage to say what is right and condemn what is wrong. And we need a nation closer to The Waltons than The Simpsons--an America that rejects the incivility, the tide of incivility, and the tide of intolerance."

The Waltons was a Great Depression-set drama about a good-natured blue-collar Virginia family that aired on CBS for most of the 1970s. The smash-hit show was a temporary antidote to the tumult of the time, and Bush's speechwriter Curt Smith was a big fan. He thought that The Waltons embodied a kind of propriety that appealed to Middle America. To him, The Simpsons did not. When I interviewed him in 2022, Smith told me he felt that the sarcastic animated series looked down on the heartland. "You had two cultures at war in this country. And I say that sadly," he said. "The Waltons with red America and The Simpsons with blue America."

Read: The life in The Simpsons is no longer attainable

To play up that divide, Smith added the Waltons/Simpsons comparison into Bush's address. According to Smith, his boss approved. As soon as the president said the line, it became a sound bite, which satisfied Smith. "I felt deeply that the line was germane," he told me. "I thought it was true. And it would help us politically."

He turned out to be wrong about that last part. Bush's broadside pushed the creators of The Simpsons to fire back by tacking on a scene to the opening of that week's episode, a rerun. The family is gathered around the TV, which is playing footage of the president's insult. As soon as it's over, Bart perks up and says, "Hey, we're just like the Waltons. We're praying for an end to the Depression too." The mainstream media also pointed out the irony of the president waxing poetic about an old TV show that took place during a terrible economy. "Yes, ma and pa," the syndicated columnist Ellen Goodman wrote on January 31, 1992, "George-boy is leading us back through the haze of nostalgia to those wonderful yesteryears of the 1930s."

It was an example of how out of touch the sexagenarian incumbent was in the eyes of many voters--at least compared with his opponent, a saxophone-playing Baby Boomer. As Bush's campaign progressed, he doubled down, bringing back the Waltons/Simpsons line for his arrival speech at the Republican National Convention. In the end, Bill Clinton won fairly easily in '92--with the help of the independent Ross Perot, who yanked some votes away from Bush--taking chunks of Middle America with him.

It would be a stretch to say that Bush's decision to poke at The Simpsons cost him a second term. But it did demonstrate how silly politicians can look when they try to use pop culture to score easy points with their base. People in the heartland watched the show too--partly because the Simpsons had the same issues as millions of Americans. The second-season premiere of the show, for example, focuses on Bart's academic troubles. The anxiety he and his parents have over whether he might have to repeat the fourth grade feels real. "'Bart Gets an F' is not only funny, it's touching," the Washington Post critic Tom Shales wrote in his review. "You really find yourself rooting for this bratty little drawing."

When it came to family life, The Simpsons certainly felt realistic. There are episodes centering on Lisa's feeling unseen and unappreciated by her parents and turning to a substitute teacher for guidance, the stress caused by the cost of Homer's looming triple-bypass surgery, Marge's breaking down when the pressure of motherhood becomes too much to bear. But every week, they all manage to work through their problems and regroup. That basic blueprint helped The Simpsons become an institution. The show was at its core wholesome, even if the president at the time didn't acknowledge as much.

Read: The last WASP president

It wasn't the first time, and it wouldn't be the last time, a politician who claimed that a pop-culture icon was threatening American values left out key information about his target. Just last month, after Bruce Springsteen criticized him onstage in England, President Donald Trump responded by going after the musician on social media. "I see that Highly Overrated Bruce Springsteen goes to a Foreign Country to speak badly about President of the United States," he posted on Truth Social. "Never liked him, never liked his music, or his Radical Left Politics and, importantly, he's not a talented guy."

Springsteen has never made his music just for the "radical" or the "left"; he's piled up millions of fans by speaking directly about the everyday anxieties of small-town life. His music has reflected America, in other words. And even in the face of threats made by the president, the rock star hasn't backed down. He included his remarks against Trump as an intro on his new live EP, Land of Hope & Dreams--the kind of burn that The Simpsons might have come up with. Back then, it wasn't just defiance that made the counterattack so effective--the show understood itself better than the president did.



*Illustration Sources: Jacobs Stock Photography Ltd / Getty; Everett Collection.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2025/06/the-simpsons-culture-war-george-hw-bush/683097/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A Computer Wrote My Mother's Obituary

The funeral industry turns to AI.

by Ian Bogost




The funeral director said "AI" as if it were a normal element of memorial services, like caskets or flowers. Of all places, I had not expected artificial intelligence to follow me into the small, windowless room of the mortuary. But here it was, ready to assist me in the task of making sense of death.

It was already Wednesday, and I'd just learned that I had to write an obituary for my mother by Thursday afternoon if I wanted it to run in Sunday's paper. AI could help me do this. The software would compose the notice for me.
 
 As a professional writer, my first thought was that this would be unnecessary, at best. At worst, it would be an outrage. The philosopher Martin Heidegger held that someone's death is a thing that is truly their own. Now I should ask a computer to announce my mother's, by way of a statistical model?

"Did you say AI?" I asked the funeral director, thinking I must have been dissociating. But yes, she did. As we talked some more, my skepticism faded. The obituary is a specialized form. When a person of note dies, many newspapers will run a piece that was commissioned and produced years in advance: a profile of the deceased. But when a normal person dies--and this applies to most of us--the obituary is something else: not a standard piece of journalistic writing, but a formal notice, composed in brief, that also serves to celebrate the person's life. I had no experience in producing anything like the latter. The option to use AI was welcome news.

After all, there were lots of other things to do. The obituary was one of dozens of details I would have to address on short notice. A family in grief must choose a disposition method for their loved one, and perhaps arrange a viewing. They must plan for services, choose floral arrangements or other accessories, select proper clothing for the deceased, and process a large amount of paperwork. Amid these and other tasks, I found that I was grateful for the possibility of any help at all, even from a computer that cannot know a mother's love or mourn her passing.

The funeral director told me I would be given access to this AI tool in the funeral-planning online account that she had already created for me. I still had a few misgivings. Would I be sullying Mom's memory by doing this? I glanced over at an advertisement for another high-tech service--one that could make lab-grown diamonds from my mother's ashes or her hair. Having an AI write her obituary seemed pretty tame in comparison. "Show me how to do it," I said.

Actually getting a computer to do the work proved unexpectedly difficult. Over the next 24 hours, the funeral director and I exchanged the kind of emails you might swap with office tech support while trying to connect to the shared printer. I was able to log in to the funeral portal (the funeral portal!) and click into the obituary section, but no AI option appeared. The funeral director sent over a screenshot of her display. "It may look slightly different on your end," she wrote. I sent a screenshot back: "That interface is not visible to me." Web-browser compatibility was discussed, then dismissed. The back-and-forth made me realize that Mom's memorial would be no more sullied by AI than it was by the very fact of using this software--a kind of Workday app for death and burial.

In the end, the software failed us. My funeral director couldn't figure out how to give me access to the AI obituary writer, so I had to write one myself, using my brain and fingertips. I did what AI is best at: copying a formula. I opened up my dad's obituary, which Mom had written a couple of years earlier, and mirrored its format and structure. Dates and locations of birth and death, surviving family, professional life, interests. I was the computer now, entering data into a pre-provided template.

Read: A secret history of the obituary page

When I finally did get the chance to try the AI obituary writer a few weeks later--after reaching out to Passare, the company behind it--I found its output more creative than mine, and somehow more personal. Like everything else, the funeral-services industry is now operated by cloud-based software-as-a-service companies. Passare is among them, and offers back-office software for funeral-home management along with family-facing funeral-planning tools.

Josh McQueen, the company's vice president of marketing and product, explained why my earlier attempt to use the obituary-writing tool had failed: The funeral home must have had that feature set for staff-only access, which some businesses prefer. Then he gave me access to a mock funeral for the fictional departed John Smith so I could finally give it a go.

I couldn't change John Smith's name, but I pretended I was writing the obituary for my mother instead. Using simple web forms, I put in her education and employment information, some life events that corresponded to her "passions" and "achievements," and a few facts about relevant family members who had survived her or preceded her in death. These had to be entered one by one, choosing the type of relation from a drop-down and then checking a box to indicate whether the person in question was deceased. I felt like I was cataloging livestock.

From there, Passare's software, which is built on top of ChatGPT technology, generated an obituary. And you know what--it was pretty good. Most of all, it was done, and with minimal effort from me. Here's an excerpt, with John Smith's name and pronouns swapped out for my mother's, and a couple of other very small alterations to smooth out the language:

Sheila earned her bachelor's degree and dedicated her career to managing her late husband David's psychology private practice for decades. She was not only devoted to his work but also a dedicated caregiver for Dave in his later years. Throughout her life, Sheila nurtured his passions, which included playing music--especially the piano--and a deep appreciation for Native American art. She found joy in teaching skiing to children and sharing the vibrant personalities of her many pet birds.


The AI obituary can also be tuned by length and tone--formal, casual, poetic, celebratory. (The poetic version added flourishes such as "she found joy in the gentle keys of her piano, filling her home with music that echoed her spirit.") Because an obituary is already a schematic form of writing, the AI's results were not just satisfactory but excellent, even. And, of course, once the draft was done, I could adjust it as I wished.

"When we first started testing this, ChatGPT would just make up stories," McQueen told me. It might assert that someone named Billy was often called Skippy, for example, and then concoct an anecdote to explain the fake nickname. This tendency of large language models, sometimes called hallucination, is caused by the technology's complex statistical underpinnings. But Passare found this problem relatively easy to tame by adjusting the prompts it fed to ChatGPT behind the scenes. He said he hasn't heard complaints about the service from any families who have used it.

Obituaries do seem well suited for an AI's help. They're short and easy to review for accuracy. They're supposed to convey real human emotion and character, but in a format that is buttoned-up and professional, for a public audience rather than a private one. Like cover letters or wedding toasts, they represent an important and uncommon form of writing that in many cases must be done by someone who isn't used to writing, yet who will care enough to polish up the finished product. An AI tool can make that effort easier and better.

And for me, at least, the tool's inhumanity was also, in its way, a boon. My experience with the elder-care and death industries--assisted living, hospice, funeral homes--had already done a fair amount to alienate me from the token empathy of human beings. As Mom declined and I navigated her care and then her death, industry professionals were always offering me emotional support. They shared kind words in quiet rooms that sometimes had flowers on a table and refreshments. They truly wanted to help, but they were strangers, and I didn't need their intimacy. I was only seeking guidance on logistics: How does all this work? What am I supposed to do? What choices must I make?

A person should not pretend to be a friend, and a computer should not pretend to be a person. In the narrow context of my mom's obituary, the AI provided me with middle ground. It neither feigned connection nor replaced my human agency. It only helped--and it did so at a time when a little help was all I really wanted.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/06/ai-obituaries-chatgpt/683096/?utm_source=feed
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Inside America's Death Chambers

What years of witnessing executions taught me about sin, mercy, and the possibility of redemption

by Elizabeth Bruenig




Lately, I've been having dreams about my own execution. The nightmares mostly unfold in the same way: I am horrified to discover that I've committed a murder--the victim is never anyone I know but always has a face I've seen somewhere before. I cower in fear of detection, and wonder desperately if I should turn myself in to end the suspense. I am caught and convicted and sentenced to death. And then I'm inside an execution chamber like the ones I've seen many times, straining against the straps on a gurney, needles in both arms. I beg the executioner not to kill me. I tell him my children will be devastated--and somehow I know they're watching from behind a window that looks like a mirror. I feel the burn of poison in my veins. After that comes emptiness.

Maybe everyone dreams of dying, even if not in quite this way. I once had nightmares about being a victim of crime, but after I began witnessing executions, I came to imagine myself on some subconscious plane as the perpetrator instead. This is perhaps a result of overidentification with the men I've watched die--and my understanding of the Christian religion, in which we're all convicted sinners. I'm particularly interested in forgiveness and mercy, some of my faith's most stringent dictates. If those forms of compassion are possible for murderers, then they're possible for everyone.



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



These questions, combined with a murder that tore into my own family, inspired me, several years ago, to volunteer to witness an execution--one of 13 carried out at the federal penitentiary in Terre Haute, Indiana, during the final six months of Donald Trump's first term. Most of the 23 states that still have an active death penalty allow a certain number of journalists to witness executions, as does the federal government. I sent an application to the appropriate federal office and, somewhat to my surprise, it was approved.

I had been trying to compose my thoughts about the death penalty for a while, distilling them into scraps and stubs of writing, but the only certainty I had going into the Indiana death chamber in December 2020 was the simple sense that it's generally wrong to kill people, even bad people. What I witnessed on this occasion and the ones that came after has not changed my conviction that capital punishment must end. But in sometimes-unexpected ways, it has changed my understanding of why.

Capital punishment operates according to an emotional logic. Vengeance is elemental. Injustice cries out for redress. Murder is the most horrifying of crimes, and it seems only fitting to pair it with the most horrifying of punishments. All of this made sense to me when I was growing up in Texas, and so I wondered as I approached Terre Haute if some primal part of me would feel satisfaction: Recompense had been made.

The case of Alfred Bourgeois was the kind that advocates like to cite as justification for the death penalty. Bourgeois was a deeply unsympathetic figure--convicted in 2004 of the torture and murder of his toddler daughter, Ja'karenn Gunter, at the naval air station in Corpus Christi, Texas. Prosecutors said he had bashed the girl's head against the inside of his truck after a prolonged period of abuse and neglect. The case was federal because the murder had been committed on a military base, and now the government was about to execute Bourgeois by lethal injection.

In my memory, everything about that night is green: the neat turf surrounding the penitentiary's media center, glistening in the rain. The paint on the window frames inside the witness room. The cat eyes of Alfred Bourgeois himself. I was green, too: nervous in my seat in front of the windows that gave onto the execution chamber, sweat beading along my hairline as I breathed hot air against my face behind a pandemic-era mask. Static crackled when Bourgeois spoke his last words into a microphone that had been lowered over him. He protested his innocence, a claim his elder daughter has posthumously pursued with limited success.

And then the prison authorities started the injection. I didn't expect Bourgeois to thrash on the gurney as he died, but he did. Lethal injection is advertised as easy. His death was not.

Killing Bourgeois was ostensibly about justice, or at least about vengeance. But as for any visceral sense of satisfaction, I felt none: Outside in the rain afterward, I threw up on the concrete. I found the spectacle as unnatural and disturbing as the murder itself had been.

I published an article about the experience, hoping, perhaps naively, that a straightforward account might encourage some people, somewhere, to pause for a moment and think about capital punishment. For the same reason, I also decided to try to serve as a witness on future occasions. I drew a grid on the chalkboard wall of my kitchen, with room for names and dates, so that I could keep track of death-penalty cases and scheduled executions as I learned of them.

I knew this meant I was effectively siding with killers, even if only on a single issue--whether they should be put to death. Morally, that made me nervous. I wanted to be on the exact right side of things: opposed to capital punishment for principled reasons involving the dignity of human life, but at the same time opposed to defending murderers in any way that might seem to downplay the seriousness of their crimes. It felt like a precarious position.

Elizabeth Bruenig: Can America kill its prisoners kindly?

The next execution I observed was the result of another particularly heinous murder, this one in Mississippi. In 2009, Kim Cox, the estranged wife of a man named David Neal Cox, reported her husband to authorities for allegedly molesting her preteen daughter, Lindsey. Cox was taken into custody and faced charges of sexual battery and child abuse. Nine months later, he was released on bond. He found Kim and Lindsey at Kim's sister's trailer, where he took mother and daughter hostage. During an approximately eight-hour standoff with police, Cox shot Kim twice with a .40-caliber handgun. As she lay dying, he sexually assaulted Lindsey. Kim died before a SWAT team stormed the trailer and rescued her daughter. Cox pleaded guilty to all charges.

In September 2012, a Mississippi jury sentenced him to death. By 2018, Cox had begun to send letters to the Mississippi Supreme Court, asking that his lawyers be fired. He also wanted to waive further appeals: "I seek to be executed as I do here this day stand on MS Death row a guilty man worthy of death." He said he deserved to die and passionately testified to his depravity, writing to the court, "If I had my perfect way & will about it, Id ever so gladly dig my dead sarkastic wife up of in whom I very happily & premeditatedly slaughtered on 5-14-2010 & with eager pleasure kill the fat heathern hore agan." He saw himself as divided between two "skins," one that sought "life & relief" and one that sought "death & relief, still." In 2021, the death-seeking skin prevailed in the courts.

I volunteered to serve as a witness at Cox's execution, traveling to the Mississippi State Penitentiary, known as Parchman Farm, in the low plains of the Delta. It was fall, but the season hadn't yet touched the Deep South; there were still sleepless crickets in the evenings, and grand trees in summer dress. Prison officials directed witnesses into white vans, which took us along back roads to the execution chamber.




Cox uttered his last words, declaring in a short speech that he "was a good man, at one time." In the moment, I didn't know what to make of that statement, and truthfully I still don't. Did he mean to say that he was irredeemable--that the path from good to evil ran only one way? Or did he mean the opposite? And which would be the stranger thing to say in his position? In the dim witness room, I transcribed his words. As for the execution, this time I was prepared. It didn't turn my stomach when Cox's face subtly changed color on the gurney, from pale to flushed, as the poison ravaged his body.

Elizabeth Bruenig: A good man, at one time

Afterward, Burl Cain, the commissioner of the Mississippi Department of Corrections, held a press conference. Cain emphasized that the process had been smooth, in part owing to his own relationship with Cox, which he characterized as congenial. Cox, in his final words, had thanked Cain for his kindness. Cain said he had comforted Cox in the chamber by telling him about angels carrying his soul to heaven. A reporter asked him if he believed that Cox was truly Christian. Cain quoted Matthew: "Judge not lest you be judged."

Of course, capital punishment as an institution relies on judgment at every level: judgment about guilt, about fairness, about proportion, about pain and cruelty, about the possibility of redemption. Judgment about how to carry out a death sentence and how to behave as one does so. And then there is the judgment that must be directed at oneself and one's community--the distant, sometimes-forgotten participants. In all of this, I see the arc of my own evolving comprehension.

Read: Inside America's death chambers

In 1764, the Italian philosopher Cesare Beccaria published his essay "On Crimes and Punishments," one of the first sustained arguments for abolition of the death penalty, which at the time was meted out as a punishment not only for murder but for crimes such as manslaughter, arson, robbery, burglary, sodomy, bestiality, forgery, and witchcraft. Beccaria reasoned that governments have no authority to violate the rights of their citizens by taking their life and that the death penalty was a less effective deterrent than imprisonment. Beccaria's work was widely influential in the American colonies. By 1860, no northern state executed criminals for any crimes other than murder and treason.

Conditions in the South were different. In the mid-19th century, one could be executed in Louisiana for a variety of activities that might spread discontent among free or enslaved Black people: making a speech, displaying a sign, printing and distributing materials, even having a private conversation. "Throughout the South attempted rape was a capital crime, but only if the defendant was black and the victim white," the historian Stuart Banner observes in his 2002 book, The Death Penalty. (There is no known record of a white rapist ever being hanged in the antebellum South.) Enslaved people were subject to a wide array of capital sentences and to exceedingly brutal forms of execution. American capital punishment took on an undeniably racist character.

Over time, the range of permissible execution methods narrowed. Public hangings largely fell out of favor in the 19th century, when the spectacle of executions came to be seen as not only coarse but coarsening. Firing squads, bloody and brutal, became exceedingly rare by the mid-20th century. Executions withdrew behind prison walls as electrocution came into fashion, beginning in the late 1800s. The electric chair was used thousands of times, despite its tendency to produce horrifying unintended outcomes, such as prisoners catching on fire. Execution by lethal gas became available in 1921, but gas, too, resulted in agonizing deaths.

In the late 1960s, the NAACP's Legal Defense and Educational Fund launched a nationwide campaign to challenge the death penalty not on strictly moral grounds but on a variety of legal ones, including the Eighth Amendment's prohibition against cruel and unusual punishment. Then, in 1972, the U.S. Supreme Court took up three death-penalty cases under the name Furman v. Georgia. Lawyers for William Henry Furman, who had been convicted of felony murder, argued that capital punishment as practiced in America--arbitrarily, and with intense racial bias--violated defendants' Eighth Amendment protections because it imposed death sentences unfairly. The case split the Court in nine directions, with five justices issuing separate opinions in favor of the petitioner. Of those five, only two found capital punishment unconstitutional per se. The other three found that it was unconstitutional as practiced. One result of Furman was a brief moratorium on executions across the United States.

It was a hinge moment. As the death-penalty scholar Austin Sarat has noted, the "old abolitionism," where opponents of the death penalty made their case in moral terms--mounting arguments about human worth and dignity--was giving way to a "new abolitionism," where opponents instead focused their messaging on practical barriers to the just and humane application of capital punishment. These contemporary arguments involve factual observations about the death penalty as practiced--namely, that innocent people may be executed, that sentencing is arbitrary, that the handing-down of death sentences is heavily influenced by racism, and that the use of capital punishment is marked by horrific mishaps.

Executions resumed in 1977 after revisions to state laws. That same year, spurred by the grisly failures of electrocution, Oklahoma passed a bill permitting death by lethal injection, a form of execution that Ronald Reagan once analogized to having a veterinarian put an animal to sleep. Lethal injection was eventually adopted in every state that has the death penalty. It, too, has been the subject of much-publicized failures, as well as fierce litigation.

I learned firsthand about what could go wrong in the summer of 2022, when I received a call from a doctor who works with prisoners on Alabama's death row. The doctor, Joel Zivot, told me that the state had likely botched the execution of a man named Joe Nathan James Jr.--sentenced to death for murdering Faith Hall, his ex-girlfriend, in 1994--and was keeping the matter secret. Witnesses to the execution reported that they had waited roughly three hours before they were permitted inside the facility, during which time James's whereabouts were unknown, and that when the curtain to the execution chamber was finally opened, James appeared unconscious. The case drew my attention for another reason: Hall's family, including her two daughters, had been opposed to the execution, saying that Hall believed in forgiveness and wouldn't have wanted James put to death. I was struck by the advocacy of a victim's family, which I wrongly assumed to have been very rare.

Time was short. James had been dead for a couple of days, and burial was imminent. The official autopsy report issued by the state's Department of Forensic Sciences would not be available for months. With the help of James's attorney and James's brother Hakim, Zivot and I arranged for an independent pathologist to conduct a second autopsy to help clarify how James's death had actually occurred.

The procedure took place at a funeral home in Birmingham on a seethingly hot day. Light shimmered above the pavement. Inside, box fans ventilated the small tiled room where James's body lay on an examination table, draped in a shroud and a plastic sheet. When I arrived, his torso was already open, slit down the middle, with coils of intestines gathered alongside him. The top of his skull had been sawed off; his brain had been removed and sat in a clear bag. The pathologist lifted up the lungs to weigh them. I rounded the table to look at James's inner arms.

Zivot had been onto something: Rather than cleanly inserting the two needles required for the injection, executioners appeared to have pierced James's hands and arms all over in search of a usable vein. Bruises had bloomed near the puncture sites. Just below his bicep, there were slashes consistent with an attempted "cutdown," when a blade is used to open the skin in order to access a vein. The number of slashes suggested multiple attempts. Mark Edgar, a pathologist at the Mayo Clinic in Jacksonville, Florida, theorized that James had been thrashing on the gurney. (The Alabama Department of Corrections has denied that execution staff administered a cutdown.)

Something about the image--the blood, the nakedness, the evidence of pain--reminded me of giving birth, of the organic intensity that marks both ends of life.

I remembered Burl Cain, the corrections commissioner in Mississippi, saying he'd thought of the victims when David Neal Cox asked on the gurney if he would feel any pain. Cox, after all, had been ruthlessly indifferent to the pain of his victims. A great number of people come to the same conclusion--that to care about death-row prisoners is to slight the people they killed. But Cain made another observation: He couldn't help the victim of this murder or her family; he could, however, help the prisoner in his custody. For that reason, he had comforted Cox. A similar desire to help, and the fact that the family of James's victim had publicly forgiven her killer and campaigned to halt his execution, made me more comfortable with the sympathy I felt for him. I took pictures of his cuts and bruises and, in a small office at the mortuary, prayed for the repose of his soul.

Later, I wrote about James's death, laying into Alabama state authorities for the evidently torturous execution and the attempt to cover it up. What had happened mattered. James was a human being, I meant to say, and, moreover, a member of society. It was around that time, the graphic encounter with James still fresh, that I started to dream of dying by lethal injection.

Joe Nathan James Jr., David Neal Cox, and Alfred Bourgeois were men I had never known personally. The experience of confronting their deaths was vivid, but also, on some level, remote. But that began to change.

To tell the full story of what had happened to James required reaching out to other men on Alabama's death row. I had no idea what to expect, and was wary. The exchanges were initially terse, but in time became more familiar. I came to appreciate the personalities of the men, their relationships with one another, their complex interior worlds. Some were laconic and businesslike; others were friendly and conversational. I enjoyed talking with them--not just about the specific subject at hand but also about their life inside prison: candy bars from the commissary, visits from members of a local church, vigils for the dying.




The next prisoner scheduled to be executed in Alabama in 2022 was a man named Alan Eugene Miller, who on a summer day in 1999 had shot and killed two co-workers and a former supervisor. The other men on death row called him Big Miller on account of his 350-pound build. Charles Scott, a psychiatrist retained by Miller's trial counsel, had concluded that Miller was delusional during his rampage. Another psychiatrist, this one for the prosecution, believed that Miller had suffered from a schizoid personality disorder at the time of the murders. Mental illness is extremely common among prisoners on death row, but the Supreme Court has never ruled that it disqualifies a person from capital punishment. Miller had a tendency to speak at length without much direction, to others as well as to himself. One acquaintance described him as "childlike."

At first I mainly interacted with Miller through lawyers, friends, and family. Miller himself called me after the article about James was published. He was nervous but polite, with a high, reedy voice. His execution date had been set, and he wanted someone there to document what was going to happen to him. The Alabama Department of Corrections had not replied to requests I'd made about serving as a media witness to executions, and I did not entertain much hope that it ever would. But there was another way in. Each condemned prisoner is entitled to six "personal witnesses," and Miller made me one of his.

On the night of September 22, 2022, I gathered with Miller's family to count down the hours until midnight--after which Miller's death warrant would legally expire. It was the first occasion I'd had to observe how a family experiences a loved one's execution.

Miller's family members were down-to-earth, genuine people. I had expected that they would be somber--and they were--but they also displayed a kind of gallows humor. Given the circumstances, any questions I had were ill-timed, but the family put me at ease and answered them. We were sharing something intimate: this preemptive mourning, this encounter with death.

But not long after we'd all moved into the witness chamber, a prison guard ushered us out, saying that the execution had been abruptly called off. As midnight approached, the state still wasn't ready to proceed. Delays had been caused by Miller's final appeals and also by technical failures in the chamber: Miller later said that he had been strapped down and pierced multiple times with needles as execution staff tried to access his veins. It would take Alabama time to secure another death warrant from the courts, and so for now, Miller would be spared.

Shortly afterward, I spoke with Kenneth Eugene Smith, the next man scheduled for execution in Alabama. One of Smith's friends in prison had put us in touch. Right away, Smith was warm and courteous--surprisingly so, considering his situation. Pressure reveals character, and as Smith's personality fell into relief, I concluded that whatever else he had been, he was also an amiable southern grandpa who reminded me of men I'd known in my childhood in Texas. Talking with him came easily. We connected over conversations about religion, our children, fantasy books and movies, his life on the inside. Eventually I came to think of him as a friend. His execution was scheduled for November.

Smith's case was complicated. In 1988, Charles Sennett, an Alabama pastor, had resolved to have his wife, Elizabeth, murdered. He was involved in an affair and deeply in debt, so he took out a large insurance policy on his wife and began inquiring around town about paying for a hit. Smith agreed to take the job along with his friend John Forrest Parker. One March day, the two drove to the Sennetts' home in the country, where they entered and found Elizabeth.

According to the coroner's testimony, Elizabeth died of multiple stab wounds. The exact circumstances are hard to reconstruct. Smith would later insist that Parker had started battering Elizabeth, first with his fists, then with a cane--anything he could get his hands on. (Parker confessed to beating the minister's wife, but claimed that he never stabbed her.) While Parker attacked Elizabeth, Smith ransacked the house and stole a VCR. The last time he laid eyes on her, he told police, Elizabeth was lying near the fireplace with a blanket over her body. Smith and Parker fled in Parker's car.

Charles Sennett killed himself before he could be charged in his wife's death. In 1989, Parker and Smith were convicted of capital murder. Smith appealed his death sentence, and in 1996, a jury handed down a sentence of life imprisonment instead. But a judge condemned Smith to death anyway--a maneuver known as judicial override, which would eventually be outlawed in Alabama. Existing sentences, however, were allowed to stand.

Parker had been executed in 2010, and Smith's execution was now coming up. I offered to serve as a personal witness, and Smith accepted. On November 17, 2022, I spent the evening with one of Smith's lawyers in his hotel room, relaying information as I learned it to Smith's wife, Deanna "Dee" Smith, who was staying at another hotel nearby. Smith's final appeal had been denied. All of us were waiting for the summons to the witness chamber. But the summons never came: The execution staff once again faced a midnight deadline and couldn't beat the clock. The execution was called off. I relayed the news to Dee. That night, after Smith had been returned to his cell, I spoke with him and Dee on a conference call. Smith was in shock. He explained that he had been strapped down and ineffectually stuck with needles--much, I imagined, as Miller and apparently James had been. The execution staff had also jammed a long needle underneath his collarbone, looking for a subclavian vein. On the call, Dee recounted how Smith had dreamed earlier that morning of surviving his execution, marveling at what had occurred.

After Alabama failed to execute Smith in time, Kay Ivey, the governor, instituted a moratorium on executions for a few months so the state could review its procedures and protocols. (The results of the review were never made public.) When the moratorium was lifted and their second execution dates were scheduled, Smith and Miller again asked me to join them as they faced death, this time from suffocation by means of nitrogen hypoxia--according to experts, a form of killing never before used as a method of execution. Smith would die on January 25, 2024, and Miller on September 26.

I understand why people who favor the death penalty--more than 50 percent of all Americans--feel the way they do. Murder is an offense not just against a person and their family but against society itself, and all of us have a stake in how the state responds. Some people favor a lethal brand of justice, and I would have assumed, before murder entered my own life, that almost anyone directly affected by homicide would feel the same.

On a warm June afternoon in 2016, I was asleep in bed with our newborn daughter when my husband, Matt, came into the room to tell me that his 29-year-old sister, Heather, was dead. She had been stabbed to death so brutally that the first responders at the scene initially believed she had sustained a gunshot wound. The killer, a 25-year-old man named Javier Vazquez-Martinez, with whom she had been romantically involved, was apprehended after a police chase across Arlington, Texas. According to incident reports, he was intoxicated and in possession of drugs, an open container of hard liquor, and a knife. When interviewed by law enforcement, he denied ever assaulting Heather, but witnesses told police that Vazquez-Martinez had beaten her so severely in the past few weeks that she had been hospitalized. That's the part that my father-in-law, Marty, often thinks about.

Marty is a retired forklift driver who still lives in Arlington, where Heather, Matt, and I all grew up. "Heather was a great daughter," Marty told me. "She cared about everyone." She was vivacious and beautiful, played basketball, and maxed out her library card every time she visited. Marty and Matt are quiet and reserved; Heather's sociability made for a contrast. I remember meeting her: She was full of questions and seemed pleased that her shy younger brother had turned up with a girlfriend. Heather was murdered on Father's Day, and Marty knew something was wrong when she didn't call.

After the police notified him of her death, Marty was put in touch with a victims' advocate, who would help shepherd him through the criminal-justice process. Eventually he was summoned to a meeting with a local district attorney in Fort Worth. Despite a lifetime in Texas, where capital punishment has broad support, Marty didn't go into the meeting with a plan to campaign for the death penalty. "I know Heather wouldn't have wanted it," he explained to me. "I have Christian values and beliefs, though they wander from time to time." He went on, "I just don't think it's the right thing to do. I don't think it helps anybody." Vazquez-Martinez was sentenced to 40 years in prison.

Like his father, my husband remains heartbroken by Heather's death. It has been bittersweet watching her features blossom on our daughter's face. Matt knows that the death penalty may serve an expressive purpose--signaling the depth of outrage and pain--but he ultimately holds to the same view of capital punishment that his father has in Heather's case.

Families of murder victims routinely perform exceptional feats of mercy, if not forgiveness. "We're pretty forgiving people, but I haven't forgiven him," Marty told me. Forgiveness is an emotional process that involves coming to see a wrongdoer as a moral equal again, and inviting them back into the place reserved in your heart for the rest of the world. To forgive someone who has harmed you is to forswear bitter feelings, which is to surrender a certain righteous power--the permission granted by society for retaliation. It is also therefore a kind of sacrifice. Only divinity can demand that of someone; no human being can demand it of another. And the Christian directive is especially exacting, requiring forgiveness for others in order to be forgiven oneself.

But mercy--to refrain from punishing a person to the maximum extent that a transgression might deserve--doesn't demand half as much. It is hard to imagine forgiveness without mercy, but easy to imagine mercy without forgiveness. In his treatise On Clemency, addressed to the emperor he served, the philosopher Seneca describes mercy as "a restraining of the mind from vengeance when it is in its power to avenge itself"--in other words, a "gentleness shown by a powerful man in fixing the punishment of a weaker one." The ruler who shows mercy is "sparing of the blood" of even the lowest of subjects simply because "he is a man." Socially, mercy registers the value of human life. For the benefactor, it is a forge of moral character. For the recipient, it is a godsend.

The age of all-powerful sovereigns is mostly gone, but avenues for public acts of mercy remain. State governors, for instance, frequently opt to commute death sentences based on their evaluation of the circumstances. Legislators in many states have shown mercy to even the worst criminals by voting to end capital punishment. Mercy may be in some sense arbitrary, but so is capital punishment, and although mercy may produce unequal outcomes, unfairness in benefaction is better than the unfairness in harm that defines the American exercise of the death penalty. If one insists on complete and total fairness, then: no mercy, and no capital punishment.

Many people on death row are more worthy of love and respect than one might initially assume, and in such instances, mercy perhaps comes more easily. But choosing mercy is the moral path even in the hardest cases--even if you believe that some people deserve execution, even if you think you can judge the totality of someone's character from their worst act, and even if you know for a fact that the person in question is guilty and unrepentant.

Seneca's reasons for advising clemency are Stoic: It is better to restrain one's impulses than to indulge them, especially when they involve destructive tendencies, such as wrath and cruelty. Self-control is a virtue, and it is possible to educate one's desires so that they gradually change. To default to mercy is to impose limitations on one's own power to retaliate, and to acknowledge our flawed nature. To a Christian, mercy derives from charity. And in the liminal space where families of murder victims are recruited into the judicial process--to either bless or condemn a prosecutor's intentions--showing mercy is an especially heroic decision. To think this way is to understand that the moral dimension of capital punishment is not just about what we do to others. It's also about what we do to ourselves.

Periodically, forgiveness and mercy meet under the right conditions to produce reconciliation. In the spring of 2001, James Edward Barber murdered 75-year-old Dorothy "Dottie" Epps during a drunken crack binge in Harvest, Alabama. He didn't do it for money. He didn't do it for any reason at all. His recollection of the incident was hazy, he testified, but he could recall being inside Epps's house and picking up a hammer. For a time, Barber would later say, he was in "utter disbelief" and denial about what he had done. He fought in county jail, lashing out in shame and anger. He was living, by his own account, a "worthless life."

But Barber slowly began to change. Isolated and restless, he began reading a Bible. And he was taken with it--fell in love with it; read it through once, then twice; and, eventually, signed up for correspondence courses. Barber became a friendly face on death row, much like Kenny Smith. "They were approachable open and willing to engage with anyone on almost any topic," one death-row prisoner wrote to me over Alabama's prison messaging app. "Jimmie always had a self deprecating joke." According to his lawyer, Barber's record inside prison was spotless. But there was something incomplete about his reform.

That changed in 2020, when he opened a letter from Sarah Gregory, Epps's granddaughter, and found forgiveness inside. "I am tired Jimmy," she wrote. "I am tired. I am tired of carrying this pain, hate, and rage in my heart. I can't do it anymore. I have to do this and truly forgive you." Barber was astonished--brought to his knees. He composed a letter of his own: "Sarah, sorry could never come close to what is in my heart & soul." He went on: "I made a promise to myself in that nasty, dirty, evil county jail, I was never going to become 'a convict.' I made up my mind that when I left prison either on my feet or in a body bag I was going to be a better man than when I arrived."

Elizabeth Bruenig: What it means to forgive the unforgivable

Gregory wrote back: "Receiving your letter was the final piece of freedom. The weight was lifted when I forgave you in my heart, but your response back brought me indescribable freedom and release." The two began talking on the phone about life and God and Gregory's son. Her forgiveness seemed to bind them together. "I love that girl more than I love anybody else in this world," Barber told me.

As Barber's time dwindled, Gregory realized she didn't want to see him put to death. The day before his scheduled execution, Gregory told me that she was "losing a friend tomorrow." She said, "I would've never thought I would've ever said that. He was a friend of mine, and I'm gonna miss him."

On the night of July 21, 2023, I watched Barber die in Alabama's death chamber. Afterward, his lawyers shared his final statement: "I made up my mind early on that mere words could not express my sorrow at what had occurred at my hands. And so I hoped that the way I lived my life would be a testimony to the family of Dorothy Epps and also my family, of the regret and shame I have for what I've done." It wasn't for him to say whether his efforts were successful. But they were enough for Gregory.

Elizabeth Bruenig: Jimi Barber died a forgiven man

Barber was the first person executed after Alabama lifted its temporary moratorium and resumed lethal injections. I had corresponded with him on Alabama's prison messaging app, and his sister-in-law had shown me a letter he'd written to her. He was joyful, kind, and encouraging--and grateful for so much, even in his position. I knew him well enough to feel certain that he was sincere in his remorse and repentance. The death penalty is, to some degree, indiscriminate: Both innocent and guilty people have been sentenced to death. But the death penalty is also morally indiscriminate in an additional way, in that it kills guilty people who may have become good people. By the time execution arrives, the offender may be a completely different person from the one who took a life. We can't know the nature or potential of another's soul.




Today, 27 states have abolished the death penalty or have halted executions by executive action. According to the NAACP's Legal Defense and Educational Fund, as of last summer, 2,213 people resided on America's death rows, compared with 3,682 people in 2000. In each year during the past decade, fewer than 50 death sentences have been handed down by American courts. The Justice Department declared a moratorium on federal executions after Joe Biden took office, in 2021, and before leaving office, Biden commuted the death sentences of 37 of the 40 men awaiting execution in federal prisons. "It's not an irreversible momentum," Austin Sarat, the death-penalty scholar, told me, "but I think the momentum against the death penalty is pretty substantial."

Yet for now, in the United States, the death penalty continues. Donald Trump has signed an executive order directing federal prosecutors to pursue the death penalty in all applicable cases. South Carolina recently carried out the nation's first firing-squad execution in 15 years, and Louisiana resumed executions after a long hiatus--this time by nitrogen hypoxia. Perhaps worried about the continued practical feasibility of lethal injection, Oklahoma and Mississippi have also made execution by nitrogen hypoxia statutorily available within their borders. It would be quick and painless, proponents said. Just like going to sleep.

Kenny Smith, who had survived his first attempted execution, would be the first person ever to be put to death by means of nitrogen hypoxia. I arrived at the William C. Holman Correctional Facility a little after eight on the morning of January 24, 2024, the day before his rescheduled execution. I was accompanied by his wife, Dee, and his nieces and nephew. We passed through a metal detector and handed over our IDs, wallets, and keys to a guard stationed outside the visitation room.

Elizabeth Bruenig: Why does Alabama keep botching executions?

Despite having gotten to know Smith for nearly a year and a half, I had never met him in person. I was surprised to see how tall and broad he was, an imposing presence softened by a graying beard and an avuncular demeanor. "C'mere, Little Bit," he said, breaking into a smile as he rose from the table where he sat. "Gimme a hug." The nickname was new; Smith had called me "ma'am" the first time we spoke and "hun" after that.

Smith and I sat down at the plastic-topped table where he huddled with his son Steven Tiggleman, his daughter-in-law Chandon Tiggleman, and his mother, Linda Smith. Dee leaned toward Smith across the table and murmured to him in quiet tones. The scene had the look of a last supper, everyone gathered close with melancholy faces, grieving in advance.

Hours passed. Dee and the others had brought in plastic baggies full of quarters to clink into the vending machines. No outside food was allowed in, so we drank Mountain Dew and Sunkist, and split bags of chips and honey buns and Skittles. Smith leaned against his mother. At one point, a prison worker came in and took pictures of all of us in a group. Smith and I stood together for a photo; he somehow managed a smile. A group of Mennonites came by to sing "Amazing Grace" on the other side of an interior wall. Conversation seemed to proceed in waves of fond reverie that peaked with laughter and then crashed into silence.

As night fell, I joined Smith's family for dinner. We met at a casino a few minutes from the prison. The place was decked out for Mardi Gras--white artificial Christmas trees stuck with floral sprays of gold, green, and purple; masked harlequin puppets draped in multicolored beads. We sat together in the casino's steak house. Rain began to fall as we ate, and continued into the next day. The prison's gutters were flooded and gushing onto the stony pavement as we filed in to visit Smith one last time.

No more quarters were permitted inside, no more snacks and soda. Smith could potentially vomit inside the mask, something the state hoped to avoid by depriving him of food after 10 a.m. on the day he was to die. He'd eaten steak and eggs with hash browns from Waffle House for breakfast that morning, his last meal. Then he sat with us in cheaply upholstered metal chairs and talked.

Everyone took turns crying, holding on to one another for strength. Smith wept in his mother's arms. Steven, a reserved and courteous man, spoke quietly with his father. Smith kissed Dee, massaged her shoulders, reassured her. She wore a shirt that said Never Alone, a gloss on Hebrews 13:5: "Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have, because God has said, 'Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.' " It was the same shirt she had worn to his first scheduled execution, back in 2022. Now it implied a shred of hope.

Smith led me to a couple of chairs side by side in a far corner of the visitation room and sat down with me. I was emotional, too; so much for steely journalistic resolve. Smith patted me on the back paternally and told me I could ask him anything I liked. So I asked him about his life and how he reflected on it. Smith wasn't angry about his situation, or frustrated by the length of time he had spent alienated from society. He'd had a life before he went to prison, he told me. He had done a terrible thing, but he had also worked, had children, found love, and made friends. He had sustained those relationships behind bars, where many people wind up isolated and lonely. Smith had a vivid inner life.

Shortly after this conversation, prison officials struck me from Smith's personal-witness list because I had brought pen and paper, something I had been told I wasn't supposed to have, into the visitation room. Of course, this wasn't strictly about pen and paper--it was about what I had already written and published, although the Alabama Department of Corrections denies this. I was summarily barred from Smith's final moments and would be banned from serving as a personal witness in Alabama going forward. (And so I was unable to attend Alan Eugene Miller's execution, by nitrogen hypoxia, in September.) But the accounts of others allowed me to follow events that night. Around 7 p.m., the U.S. Supreme Court rejected Smith's final appeal, clearing the way for the state to carry out the sentence. The execution staff once again strapped Smith to a gurney, this time with an industrial respirator mask fixed to his face. As his family watched through the window between the death chamber and the witness room, the gas began to flow. Smith's blood oxygen became depleted, his eyes rolled back into his head, and he began to convulse. For 22 minutes, Smith writhed and gasped, struggling for air, and then, finally, he died.

Later that night, at a press conference after the execution, Steven sought out the family of Smith's victim, Elizabeth Sennett. He hugged them, and apologized--something he told me he had been waiting to do nearly his whole life, haunted by the burden of shame that connected their families. One of Sennett's sons, Mike, hugged Steven back. When the reporters and TV crews were gone, Dee, Steven, and his brother, Michael, lingered with me on the patio of a Holiday Inn, smoking cigarettes and sharing shots of whiskey from a Dixie cup. Dee wept, swaying softly as she stood. Inside the hotel, she had clutched a green teddy bear Smith had given her, made from some of his prison-issued clothes, with a lock of his hair sewn inside. Now she looked at her phone as news alerts of her husband's death popped up on the screen.

We stood and talked until midnight, when I said I had better get back to my hotel. I was feeling a little disoriented, fragments of the night's conversations surfacing through the static in my head. I couldn't make sense of the fact that Smith had survived once, only to be put to death in the end. Miracles are mercurial. As the time of execution approached, a reporter had asked Smith what his message to the public would be. "You know, brother, I'd say, 'Leave room for mercy,' " he'd replied. "That just doesn't exist in Alabama. Mercy really doesn't exist in this country when it comes to difficult situations like mine."

He was right about that. Now that he was gone, life after Smith had begun. I would clip the pictures of us together onto the refrigerator with a magnet, next to the school papers and crayon drawings. I would continue to seek opportunities to serve as a witness at executions, though now outside Alabama. I would resolve to greet the next person I met on death row with the kindness that Smith, Miller, Barber, and others had shown to me. And I would erase old names from the grid of capital cases on my kitchen chalkboard, adding new ones to take their place.
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Hitler Used a Bogus Crisis of 'Public Order' to Make Himself Dictator

Using disorder he had helped manufacture, the chancellor seized control of Bavaria.

by Timothy W. Ryback




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


Adolf Hitler was a master of manufacturing public-security crises to advance his authoritarian agenda.

He used inflammatory tactics and rhetoric to disable constitutional protections for the Weimar Republic's 17 federated states, crushing their leadership and imposing his will on the country. "I myself was once a federalist during my time in the opposition," Hitler told Hans Lex, a Reichstag delegate for the Bavarian People's Party, in mid-March 1933, "but I have now come to the conviction that the Weimar constitution is fundamentally flawed." Federalism, Hitler said, encouraged states to pursue local interests at the expense of the nation.

"The rest of the world watched in astonishment and glee as democratic leaders of the individual states, relying on the Weimar Constitution," Hitler continued, "did not hesitate to attack the Reich government in the fiercest way possible at public rallies, in the press and on the radio." Hitler vowed to end the "eternal battle" between the states and the central government by dismantling the federated system, crushing states' rights, and forging "a unified will" for the nation.

In a statement to the press, Hitler said that the imposition of central authority should be seen not as the "raping" of state sovereignty but rather as the "alignment" of state policies with the central government's.

Timothy W. Ryback: What the press got wrong about Hitler

Hitler had been more circumspect when he addressed the Reichsrat, a federal body of state representatives intended to monitor the relationship between the Reich and state governments, on Thursday, February 2, 1933, three days after his appointment as chancellor. The country's federated states, Hitler had said then, were the "historic building blocks of the German nation." He insisted that he had no intention of intruding on state sovereignty. He would assert Reich control only "where absolutely necessary."

Three weeks later, on February 27, the Reichstag fire provided Hitler with the "absolutely necessary" excuse he needed. Hitler claimed that an arson attack on the Reichstag by a lone perpetrator--who was caught in the act-- was the start of an attempted Bolshevik revolution, using that false claim to suspend civil liberties and suppress the voting rights of the German Communist Party, thereby enabling his supporters in the Reichstag to pass legislation granting him authoritarian power.

At Hitler's urging, President Paul von Hindenburg issued an Article 48 emergency decree, "Decree of the Reich President for the Protection of People and State." The first paragraph suspended civil liberties, providing Hitler the means to suppress political opposition in advance of the upcoming elections on March 5. The second paragraph gave Hitler the power to trample states' rights: "If any state fails to take the necessary measures to restore public safety and order, the Reich government may temporarily take over the powers of the highest state authority."

That second paragraph sent alarm bells clanging in state capitals across the country, nowhere louder than in Bavaria, where concern over state sovereignty had run high from the outset of Hitler's chancellorship. Heinrich Held, the minister president--the equivalent of a U.S. state governor--of Bavaria, the second-largest federated state after its neighbor Prussia, was among the Weimar Republic's fiercest states'-rights advocates. He had a jurist's keen eye for legal loopholes and political subterfuge. Though the Weimar constitution was lauded by legal experts as one of the most democratic and progressive of its time, Held considered it to be disquietingly unclear and pliable when it came to states' rights. In the emergency-powers provision of Article 48, he detected the "seeds of dictatorship."

"The developments in public affairs in Germany fill the Bavarian state government with grave concern," Held had written to Hindenburg five days into Hitler's chancellorship. "Based on what has been announced, it seems the relationship of the states to the Reich could undergo a significant change."

By "developments in public affairs," Held was referring to what had happened in Prussia the previous year. In July 1932, a Reich governor had been installed there, ostensibly to restore public order following street violence between communists and National Socialists. Prussia claimed that the Reich government had overreached, and took the matter to the Constitutional Court. Fearing what a ruling for the Reich would forebode for other federated states, Held had Bavaria join the lawsuit.

State of Prussia v. Reich Government placed the high court in a precarious position not just judicially but also politically--the Reich governor's installation in Prussia was a fait accompli. If the judges ruled in favor of Prussia, the Reich could simply ignore the court. But the greater danger, Held feared, was that Hindenburg would exercise his Article 48 powers to invoke a constitutionally permissible "Reich Execution" that would permit the army to impose central authority on a state. If Prussia were to resist such an imposition, a constitutional crisis could quickly devolve into civil war.

On October 25, 1932, the court ruled that although Hindenburg had acted within his constitutional authority in installing a Reich governor, Prussia nonetheless still retained administrative control over its territory. The tangled ruling baffled legal experts and general observers alike. Vorwarts, the Social Democratic newspaper, wrote, "Only the gods know how this situation can realistically be resolved." Hitler resolved the situation rather bluntly: After taking office as chancellor, he simply dissolved the Prussian state government.

Having watched the Reich government do this, Held now feared a similar intrusion--or worse--in Bavaria: At Hitler's first cabinet meeting as chancellor, he had considered deploying the army to quell public unrest. Hitler's defense minister informed the new chancellor that ordering German soldiers to shoot German citizens on German soil was unthinkable--the army was trained exclusively to fight an "external enemy."

In his letter to Hindenberg, Held had reminded the German president of his solemn oath to uphold the democratic principles and federated structures of the Weimar constitution. "The Bavarian state government places its trust in Your Excellency as protector of constitutional rights and of justice," Held wrote. Hindenburg wrote back offering reassurance. "Neither the Reich government nor I personally," he wrote, "are pursuing plans designed to eradicate the sovereignty of the federated states and to establish a centralized state." Hindenburg added that he also had no intention of "inserting Reich Governors into the business of state governments." Still, rumors of Hitler's designs on Bavaria's sovereign authority persisted.

Timothy W. Ryback: How Hitler dismantled a democracy in 53 days

Two weeks later, Fritz Schaffer, the head of the Bavarian People's Party, traveled to Berlin to meet with Hindenburg and reiterate the state's concerns about Hitler's anti-federalist designs. Schaffer did not mince words. "If the Reich sends a Reich governor to Bavaria, he will be arrested at the state border," Schaffer told Hindenburg. Further, if Hitler's storm troopers attempted to stage a coup in Bavaria, Schaffer said, the state government would mobilize the Bavaria Watch, a state militia of 30,000 men that was aligned with the Bavarian People's Party. The Bavarian militia, battle-hardened by the Great War, Schaffer warned, would crush Hitler's ragtag bands of brownshirt storm troopers "with ruthless force."

Hindenburg assured Schaffer that even if the state government were not politically aligned with the Reich, he had "no intention of installing Reich governors in states where order prevails." Hindenburg said that he valued "Bavaria and the Bavarian people and would avoid anything that would bring Bavaria into conflict with the Reich."

Ten days later, the Reichstag fire and ensuing emergency decree scrambled the constitutional calculus. A day after Hindenburg exercised his Article 48 authority, Heinrich Held was in Berlin for a meeting with Hitler. The Bavarian minister president informed the Reich chancellor in no uncertain terms that his federated state did not require Reich assistance in maintaining public order. After an hour and a half, Held emerged, with Hitler's assurance "that there will be no use of paragraph two against states in which, like Bavaria, law and order are maintained by state authorities."

The March 5 Reichstag elections delivered Hitler 44 percent of the electorate and with that a claim on political power at every level of government. The next day, 200,000 National Socialist brownshirts stormed state and municipal offices across the country. Swastika banners draped town halls. Civil servants were thrown from their desks.

But not in Bavaria. Held's solid block of more than 1 million voters, along with the threat of armed resistance by the Bavaria Watch, gave Hitler pause. So did Schaffer's threat to call on Bavaria's Prince Rupprecht to reestablish monarchical rule.

Hitler huddled with his lieutenants to frame a strategy for Bavaria. Storm troopers would stage public disturbances, triggering a response under paragraph two of Article 48, enabling Hitler to suspend the Held government, and install a Reich governor in its place.

Three days after the election, on Wednesday, March 8, Held was in his office when he heard Hitler storm troopers singing the Nazi Party anthem in a public square. Shortly before noon, three Hitler lieutenants--Ernst Rohm, Heinrich Himmler, and Adolf Wagner--all in brown uniforms and jackboots, stomped into Held's office. Noting the "protesting" Nazi storm troopers outside Held's office--staged there per Hitler's secret decree--Rohm expressed concern about public safety, and demanded that Held agree to install a Reich governor. Wagner slapped a whip across Held's desk. Held rose to his feet. He informed the three men that, as minister president, he needed to consult his cabinet. Wagner demanded an answer by noon. Held refused. "Noon is lunchtime," he is reputed to have said. "I never make decisions at lunchtime."

By the time Hitler's lieutenants reconvened with Held, at 3:40 that afternoon, this time in the company of a prospective Reich governor, Franz von Epp, Held had conferred with his cabinet. "The Bavarian government is fully capable of maintaining peace and public order on its own," he said, adding that he would not be coerced or intimidated. That evening, Held telegraphed Hindenburg. He requested support from Reichswehr Division VII, garrisoned in Munich, in case the National Socialists staged a coup. Hindenburg declined to help. That Friday, Franz von Epp made his first public appearance as Bavaria's Reich governor. Armed storm troopers swarmed state administrative offices. Still, Held didn't budge. A pair of Nazi storm troopers, intended to intimidate the intransigent minister president, were posted outside Held's office, rifles slung over their shoulders.

Timothy W. Ryback: The oligarchs who came to regret supporting Hitler

That weekend, Hitler flew south to try to resolve the crisis personally. He summoned Hans Lex, the Reichstag delegate who now headed the Bavaria Watch militia. Hitler told Lex he wanted to discuss, in confidence, a potential coalition. Lex cautioned Hitler that the degree to which the Bavarian People's Party would be willing to cooperate with the National Socialists was limited. For instance, Lex said, he could in good conscience imagine placing "1,000 Social Democratic functionaries" in protective custody--but only so long as they were detained within the parameters of the law and were "treated humanely." However, "one could not," Lex continued, "align with Christian values, for example, a terrorist action that saw political opponents randomly snatched and thrown up against a wall." Lex assured Hitler that Minister President Held had matters in Bavaria well in hand, and he explained that, having won more than 1 million votes in the latest election, Held represented "a solid and unshakable" political force, supported by the martial force of the 30,000 armed men of the Bavaria Watch. Unable to close a deal, Hitler returned to Berlin.

But Hitler didn't need a deal. Instead, he unleashed his own storm troopers--both the SA and the SS--on Bavaria. The Bavaria Watch did not mobilize. Prince Rupprecht did not intervene. Fritz Schaffer was accosted and beaten on the street, then hustled to the Nazi Party headquarters in Munich for interrogation. Held was forced from his official residence, and his family was threatened; eventually, he was forced to flee to Switzerland. With Held gone, the Reich governor assumed full authority over Bavaria. "With the fuhrer at midday when we receive the latest news from Munich," Joseph Goebbels wrote in his diary on March 15. "There can no longer be talk of resistance anywhere." The New York Times reported that Hitler's efforts to "steamroller" the country on his path to unchecked power were proving successful.

The ironies of history can be multilayered. Heinrich Held understood the threat that Hitler posed to democracy long before most people had ever heard of National Socialism or its leader. And a decade earlier, at a moment when Hitler was effectively a stateless immigrant in Germany, Held had been unable to deport him from the country.

In September 1924, the warden of Landsberg Prison, where Hitler was serving a five-year sentence for his failed Beer Hall Putsch, reported that incarceration had done nothing to temper the Nazi leader's authoritarian impulses. If anything, he wrote, Hitler had grown "more mature, calmer, more calculating in his convictions."

"There is no doubt that Hitler, after his release from the detention facility will return to political life," the warden cautioned. "He will seek to revive the nationalist movement according to his vision." Held, then newly installed as minister president of Bavaria, moved to action. He prepared for Hitler's immediate deportation to his Austrian homeland upon release from prison.

A Bavarian delegation was dispatched to Vienna to discuss the handover, only to be told that the Austrians would under no circumstances allow the return of their native son. Vienna argued that Hitler had forfeited his Austrian citizenship as a result of his service in a Bavarian regiment. "Hitler is considered as stateless, and as a result of the refusal by Austria to receive him, his deportation is no longer possible," Held lamented in an internal memorandum. "The government fears nonetheless that incarceration has in no way sobered or calmed Hitler, rather compelled him to continue to pursue his goals with undiminished energy."
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Dispatches From the Death Chamber

A conversation with Elizabeth Bruenig about murder and forgiveness

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.

In the death chambers of the Mississippi Delta, on a rainy night in an Indiana penitentiary, and in the early hours at an Alabama prison, Elizabeth Bruenig has seen three men die. She watched them thrash, draw labored breaths, close their eyes. And then there was the execution that she wasn't allowed to witness: a man convicted of murder whom she'd come to consider a friend.

In The Atlantic's July cover story, Elizabeth traces the lives of men on death row--who they were and who they became after years of imprisonment. During our conversation, we discussed the twin impulses of mercy and revenge, and why, when sitting across from a man on the cusp of death, she chose not to look away.



Stephanie Bai: Some scenes in your story were grueling to read. You're unflinching with the details of each person's final moments, and when describing the autopsy of a man who underwent an allegedly botched execution.

In a 2020 New York Times article, you observed that arguments against the death penalty "tend to be abstract" (focused on what it means to take a human life, or the limits of governmental power), but "arguments for the death penalty are visceral," often going into detail about the crimes' brutality. In this story, in which you clearly oppose the death penalty, why was it so important to not shy away from the details of these executions?

Elizabeth Bruenig: I think when you're trying to convince a reader to oppose the death penalty, which is a complicated and difficult argument to make, it's important to put people in the room to try to give them a sense of what a personal experience it is.

The anti-death-penalty arguments are usually abstract because if you spend a lot of time on the gory details of the crime, that can elicit emotions that make people support the death penalty. I understand why a lot of advocates prefer to focus on other arguments, such as the potential execution of innocent people. That's been perhaps the most persuasive argument in recent decades against the death penalty. And it is abstract, in a sense, because you're talking about something that might happen in the future, a risk associated with the system.

But by taking it to a personal level, where I'm asking someone to consider the death penalty as a problem because it destroys the life of a human being, of a person with a personality and experiences and family and friends, that felt significant. The human level seemed like the most important part.

Stephanie: Much of this story is about these prisoners on death row, which is a shift from the bulk of true-crime writing that generally focuses on the victims. How did you decide whose voices would be featured? And in the cases you write about, how have the victims' families reacted to the death penalty?

Elizabeth: I've spoken to victims' families on numerous occasions, and they all feel different ways about the death penalty. In Joe Nathan James Jr.'s case, the family was against his death. In James Edward Barber's case, there were members of the victim's family who did not want to see him executed. And in David Neal Cox's case, I spoke with the victim's family, and they were in favor of the death penalty for him.

I've heard a lot of different perspectives from victims' families, and I'm a part of a victim's family: My own sister-in-law was murdered in 2016. It isn't that I don't consider that side of the narrative important; it's just that, as you point out, 99 percent of media about crime is going to focus on the victims. And rightfully so. But having the opportunity to focus on the offenders seemed like fresh snow that hadn't been trodden upon from a journalistic standpoint.

Stephanie: You spent a lot of time with Kenneth Eugene Smith, a man convicted of capital murder in Alabama, who you eventually came to see as a friend. Admittedly, that gave me pause. It might be an uncomfortable idea for some readers: seeing these men as people, not as just murderers. Can you describe how that friendship developed between you and Smith?

Elizabeth: I had worked with guys on death row and had a good rapport with a couple of them, but I didn't expect to wind up being as personally invested in Kenny's case as I came to be. The friendship just happened as we talked and talked. I met him after I reported on botched executions, and as someone who had an execution date scheduled, he was terrified about the prospect of facing a torturous death. Talking to someone in that condition, it's sort of hard not to offer some kind of solace, I guess.

At the end of the day, this is just a person who knows they're about to die in a grisly way. I find it difficult to communicate with someone in that condition without trying to show some respect, be there for them, be a sounding board. When you have a source that you're working with, you want to be there to talk when they want to talk, for the sake of the story. But after a while, when you talk with someone, you develop a kind of investment, especially with Kenny. He was a really dear man, and I understand he did a very evil thing, but that was decades before I met him. And I do believe people, over time, can change.

Stephanie: Through your attention to detail, I felt like I got to know some of these men as well: their sense of humor, what they liked, what they didn't like, life inside prison. It was, to come back to that word, very visceral.

Elizabeth: It's a story about life and death, about killing. Taking it to that visceral place, I think, is just what you owe the subject matter.

Related:

	Inside America's death chambers
 	Jimi Barber died a forgiven man. (From 2023)
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	President Donald Trump said that the United States had reached a tentative trade deal with China, including a provision that would relax restrictions on American access to China's rare earth minerals.
 	Texas Governor Greg Abbott deployed the Texas National Guard yesterday to locations in the state where protests against federal immigration raids are expected.
 	Elon Musk wrote on X that he regretted some of his posts about Trump last week, and that "they went too far."
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	The Weekly Planet: It's last call for FEMA--Trump has signaled an end date for the agency, Zoe Schlanger writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Igor Bastidas



The Growing Belief in 'Love at First Sight'

By Faith Hill

The idea seems so old-fashioned, so sentimental: that you could fall for someone "at first sight," deeply and instantly. It's straight out of the classic romance dramas--Jack's gaze freezing when he sees Rose on the Titanic's deck; The Notebook's Noah lighting up and asking, "Who's this girl?" when he spies Allie across the amusement park. As a general rule, the stuff of popular love stories is not the stuff of real life. We know this, right?
 Not right, I guess.


Read the full article.
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Watch. The Simpsons (streaming on Hulu and Disney+) has always been a wholesome show--even if some critics didn't necessarily understand that, Alan Siegel writes.

Read. Lone Wolf explores how the wolf's return to Europe has divided the continent, Jonathan C. Slaght writes.

Play our daily crossword.
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Why Trump Is Losing His Trade War

He picked a stupid fight with the whole world. The bad results are all on him.

by David Frum




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


Donald Trump's trade war is fast turning into a fiasco. When the president started the war, Team Trump advertised it as certain to be fast, easy, and cheap. Trump would impose tariffs. The world would yield to his will.

The tariffs would do everything at once. They would protect U.S. industry from foreign competition without raising prices, and generate vast revenues that would finance other tax cuts. Americans could eat their cake, continue to have the cake, and trade the same cake for pie--all at the same time. "There's not going to be any pain for American workers," Trump's press secretary, Karoline Leavitt, vowed in April.

The advertising rapidly proved false. The U.S. economy is slowing because of the Trump tariffs; China's is thriving in spite of them. Team Trump falsely promotes vague five-page outlines with alienated former allies as big deals; China is successfully wooing some of its former rivals, such as Vietnam. America's standing in the world is measurably sinking; China's is measurably rising. Courts are ruling that Trump's tariffs are illegal; public opinion mistrusts the tariffs, regarding them as expensive and unproductive. The promise of huge flows of painless money from tariff revenues is evanescing as the fantasy it always was.

Oh, and the country's largest chain of Halloween retailers canceled its traditional summer grand opening because of Trump-caused supply disruptions. What comes next, as things go wrong?

Trump's first instinct is to blame the targets of his economic aggression for not cooperating with his wishes. On May 30, Trump accused China of violating an imaginary agreement with him. On June 4, he complained that Xi Jinping was "extremely hard to make a deal with." But Trump seldom chooses to quarrel with foreign dictators, saying in the same breath, "I like President Xi of China, always have, and always will." Today, in all-caps emphasis, Trump announced that a deal had been done, declaring that his "RELATIONSHIP IS EXCELLENT" with the Chinese president-for-life.

The lack of details in the announcement strongly suggests that Trump yielded more and gained less than his publicity apparatus wants Americans to believe. That's because, in reality, Trump's global trade war has always been subordinate to his domestic culture war.

Trump much prefers to vent his rage against enemies within. Get ready for him to blame the failure of his trade war on fellow Americans who did not support him enough. The Trump tariffs will be ballyhooed as an act of patriotism, a necessary sacrifice to be laid on the altar of the nation. One of Trump's television talkers reminded viewers that Americans melted down their pots and pans to win the Second World War. If the president needs to ration dolls and colored pencils, how dare any true American raise a contrary voice?

The coming call for national solidarity with Trump's Great Patriotic War against imported Halloween costumes deserves all the scoffing it will get and more.

Trump ordered the nation into economic warfare. He did not do any of the things necessary to create any hope of success in that war. The impending defeat is his personal doing, entirely his own fault.

Jonathan Chait: The good news about Trump's tariffs

Recall the classic Norm Macdonald bit in which the comedian marvels that in the 20th century, Germany decided to go to war with "the world," twice. That was meant as a joke. Trump adopted it as his actual strategy. Trump's rationalizers invoke anxiety about China as his justification. Yes, China numbered among the targets of Trump's "Liberation Day" tariffs. But so did Australia. So did Brazil. So did Canada. So did Denmark. So did Egypt. And on and on, through the whole alphabet of American allies and trading partners.

The United States is by far the planet's strongest national economy, producing slightly more than one-quarter of the planet's goods and services. Including its historic and recent partners, the United States could potentially lead a group of nations sufficiently influential to write economic rules that everybody would need to take into account. That fact underpinned the Trans-Pacific Partnership concept of the Obama years: Form a large-enough and attractive-enough club, and China will have no choice but to comply with the founding members' terms.

Trump's alternative concept is for a quarter of the world economy to cut itself off from the other three-quarters, and then wait for the three-quarters to beg for mercy from the one-quarter. Unsurprisingly, that concept is fast proving a stinker.

But suppose the president sincerely believed that the U.S. had no choice: The one-quarter must fight the three-quarters as a matter of national survival, or "liberation," from the tyranny of foreign goods and services, foreign fruits and vegetables. Crazy, but suppose he did. What would follow?

A rational president would grasp that a U.S. economic war against the rest of the world would be a big, protracted, and painful undertaking. Such an enormous commitment would require democratic consent from a large majority of the public, all the more so because the United States is starting the war itself. Trump's trade conflict is very much a war of choice. The president must explain why he chose it.

A rational president determined to fight an economic war would try to mobilize broad support from the public and from Congress. He would seek allies in Congress, and not only from his own party. He might, for example, compromise on some of his other goals. If he also wanted to tighten immigration at the same time as waging a global trade war, or to roll back DEI programs, or to cut taxes for the wealthy, or to relax anti-corruption measures, or to pardon the crimes of his violent supporters, or to plan any other ambitious but divisive project, he might think twice about pursuing them. You can't ask your opponents to pay more and do without if you won't forgo even a scrap of your partisan agenda. You can ask anyway, but don't be shocked when they answer with a Bronx cheer.

That president would also lead from the front. A president seeking to inspire Americans to endure hardship for the greater good would certainly not throw himself a multimillion-dollar birthday parade at public expense. He would not accept lavish gifts from foreign governments, would not operate a pay-for-access business that collected billions of dollars for himself and his family from undisclosed favor-seekers. While asking other Americans to accept less, he would not brazenly help himself to more. He certainly would not troll, insult, and demean those who may not have voted for him, but whose cooperation he needs now.

This president has, of course, done the most egregious version of every item above. His economic war is adjunct to his partisan culture war. He did not seek broad support. He gleefully offends and alienates everyone outside his base. Which works for him as long as times are prosperous, as they were in the first three years of his first administration. Allow things to get tough, though, and it's a different story. Trump cannot ask for patience and trust, because at least half the country has unalterably judged him as untrustworthy and out only for himself.

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

Trump bet his presidency on the theory that trade wars are "good and easy to win," as he posted during his first term. His second-term trade war, however, is proving not so easy, and not so good, either. He is fighting it alone, without global allies or domestic consent, because that's his nature. It's now also his problem.

In the 1983 movie WarGames, a computer thinks its way through dozens of terrifying nuclear scenarios and concludes: "The only winning move is not to play." In other words, the only safe way to conduct a nuclear exchange is never to have one. The same could be said of trade wars, at least when fought by one nation, however big and rich, against all the others, all at once.

Trump decided he did not care about Americans' support for his economic war. He did not ask for their backing. He did not make any effort to win it. He willfully alienated at least half of the public. Now that he's losing, his supporters want to scold the country because it rejects the whole misbegotten project as stupid and doomed. Don't listen to their reproaches. This is Trump's war, and his alone.

The only way to win now is to end Trump's trade war as rapidly as possible. And then end the excessive, unilateral trade powers of a corrupt president who blundered into a pointless and doomed conflict without justification, plan, or consent.
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After the Fires: Los Angeles Neighborhoods Start to Rebuild

Five months ago, the Palisades Fire, the Eaton Fire, and several other blazes destroyed more than 18,000 houses and buildings.

by Alan Taylor


An aerial view of properties cleared of wildfire debris that were burned in the Eaton Fire on May 22, 2025, in Altadena, California. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers announced that it has cleared 5,000 properties in the Eaton Fire and Palisades Fire burn zones, which represents half of the eligible properties, in just three months. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A house is under construction on De Pauw Sreet in Pacific Palisades, after much of the neighborhood was destroyed by the Palisades Fire, seen on June 3, 2025. (Hans Gutknecht / MediaNews Group / The Los Angeles Daily News / Getty)




Cal/OSHA workers remove hazardous materials from a home destroyed by the Palisades Fire in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles, on April 24, 2025. (Damian Dovarganes / AP)




Temescal Canyon is being used to break down and recycle debris and material from the Palisades Fire, seen on April 17, 2025. (Myung J. Chun / Los Angeles Times / Getty)




Vehicles that were destroyed in the Eaton Fire are staged for disposal on May 22, 2025, in Altadena, California. (Mario Tama / Getty)




An aerial view of rebuild work under way months after the Palisades Fire, on June 3, 2025, in Los Angeles, California (I Ryu / VCG / Getty)




Construction begins in the Palisades Fire devastation zone in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood, on April 24, 2025. (Damian Dovarganes / AP)




Flowers bloom at a home that was destroyed in the Eaton Fire, as grasses begin to grow along a burned hillside in the distance, seen on April 10, 2025, in Altadena. Following winter rains in the region, new vegetation growth is appearing in the Eaton Fire and Palisades Fire burn areas. (Mario Tama / Getty)




CAP.LA collects a soil-core sample from the site of a burned house in the Eaton Fire burn area in Altadena on April 24, 2025. At no charge to property owners, CAP.LA has been checking surface and soil-core samples in both the Eaton Fire and Palisades Fire areas. (Sarah Reingewirtz / MediaNews Group / Los Angeles Daily News / Getty)




A demolition crew uses excavators to tear down a business destroyed by the Palisades Fire, on May 7, 2025, in Pacific Palisades. (Justin Sullivan / Getty)




A sign stands outside a home destroyed by the Palisades Fire in Pacific Palisades on June 3, 2025. (Hans Gutknecht / MediaNews Group / The Los Angeles Daily News / Getty)




An aerial view of a mobile-home park that was destroyed by the Palisades Fire, seen on May 7, 2025, in Pacific Palisades (Justin Sullivan / Getty)




The moon rises as ocean waves wash up along the remains of properties destroyed in the Palisades Fire, seen on April 11, 2025, in Malibu. (Mario Tama / Getty)




Kids paint on a banner for "Stronger Together: Community Recovery and Resilience," an event co-hosted by the Altadena Coalition and Pali Strong for survivors of the Eaton Fire and the Palisades Fire, at the Santa Monica Pier, on May 6, 2025, in Santa Monica. (Juliana Yamada / Los Angeles Times / Getty)




Pacific Palisades property owner DeAnn Heline stands in front of her home, which is being rebuilt after the Palisades Fire, on April 24, 2025. (Damian Dovarganes / AP)




A controlled fire conducted by members of the U.S. Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives and the Los Angeles Fire Department is seen on top of the Temescal Ridge Trail while ATF agents investigate the Palisades Fire, on April 29, 2025, in Pacific Palisades. (Apu Gomes / Getty)




Workers clear a lot next to a new home under construction in a neighborhood destroyed by the Palisades Fire, on May 7, 2025, in Pacific Palisades. (Justin Sullivan / Getty)




Cleared lots of several destroyed buildings, seen before reconstruction work, in Malibu, on May 28, 2025 (Myung J. Chun / Los Angeles Times / Getty)




Actor John Goodman's house, which was destroyed in the Palisades Fire, seen on April 9, 2025, in Pacific Palisades (MEGA / GC Images)




Construction on a building in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles, seen on May 29, 2025 (Eric Thayer / Bloomberg / Getty)




Pali students stand during the opening Pledge of Allegiance and national anthem at the Palisades High graduation ceremony, held at the Hollywood Bowl, after their school's campus was heavily damaged by the fire, on June 4, 2025, in Los Angeles. (Carlin Stiehl / Los Angeles Times / Getty)
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This Is What Trump Does When His Revolution Sputters

His military deployment in Los Angeles follows a long, disturbing tradition.

by Anne Applebaum




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


Revolutions have a logic. The revolutionaries start with a big, transformative, impossible goal. They want to remake society, smash existing institutions, replace them with something different. They know they will do damage on the road to their utopia, and they know people will object. Committed to their ideology, the revolutionaries pursue their goals anyway.

Inevitably, a crisis appears. Perhaps many people, even most people, don't want regime change, or don't share the revolutionaries' utopian vision. Perhaps there are unplanned disasters. Smashing institutions can have unexpected, sometimes catastrophic, consequences, as the history of post-revolutionary famines shows very well.

But whatever the nature of the crisis, it forces the revolutionaries to make a choice. Give up--or radicalize. Find compromises--or polarize society further. Slow down--or use violence.

The bloodiest, most damaging revolutions have all been shaped by people making the most extreme choices. When the Bolsheviks ran into opposition in 1918, they unleashed the Red Terror. When the Chinese Communists encountered resistance, Mao sent teenage Red Guards to torment professors and civil servants. Sometimes the violence was mere theater, lecture halls full of people demanding that victims recant. Sometimes it was real. But it always served a purpose: to provoke, to divide, and then to allow the revolutionaries to suspend the law, create an emergency, and rule by decree.

I doubt very much that Donald Trump knows a lot about the methods of Bolsheviks or Maoists, although I am certain that some of his entourage does. But he is now leading an assault on what some around him call the administrative state, which the rest of us call the U.S. government. This assault is revolutionary in nature. Trump's henchmen have a set of radical, sometimes competing goals, all of which require fundamental changes in the nature of the American state. The concentration of power in the hands of the president. The replacement of the federal civil service with loyalists. The transfer of resources from the poor to the rich, especially rich insiders with connections to Trump. The removal, to the extent possible, of brown-skinned people from America, and the return to an older American racial hierarchy.

Juliette Kayyem: Trump's gross misuse of the National Guard

Trump and his allies also have revolutionary methods. Elon Musk sent DOGE engineers, some the same age as Mao's Red Guards, into one government department after the next to capture computers, take data, and fire staff. Trump has launched targeted attacks on institutions that symbolize the power and prestige of the old regime: Harvard, the television networks, the National Institutes of Health. ICE has sent agents in military gear to conduct mass arrests of people who may or may not be undocumented immigrants, but whose arrests will frighten and silence whole communities. Trump's family and friends have rapidly destroyed a matrix of ethical checks and balances in order to enrich the president and themselves.

But their revolutionary project is now running into reality. More than 200 times, courts have questioned the legality of Trump's decisions, including the arbitrary tariffs and the deportations of people without due process. Judges have ordered the administration to rehire people who were illegally fired. DOGE is slowly being revealed as a failure, maybe even a hoax: Not only has it not saved much money, but the damage done by Musk's engineers might prove even more expensive to fix, once the costs of lawsuits, broken contracts, and the loss of government capacity are calculated. The president's signature legislation, his budget bill, has met resistance from senior Republicans and Wall Street CEOs who fear that it will destroy the U.S. government's credibility, and even resistance from Musk himself.

Now Trump faces the same choice as his revolutionary predecessors: Give up--or radicalize. Find compromises--or polarize society further. Slow down--or use violence. Like his revolutionary predecessors, Trump has chosen radicalization and polarization, and he is openly seeking to provoke violence.

For the moment, the administration's demonstration of force is mostly performative, a made-for-TV show designed to pit the United States military against protesters in a big Democratic city. The choice of venue for sweeping, indiscriminate raids--Home Depot stores around Los Angeles, and not, say, a golf club in Florida--seems orchestrated to appeal to Trump voters. The deployment of the U.S. military is designed to create frightening images, not to fulfill an actual need. The governor of California did not ask for U.S. troops; the mayor of Los Angeles did not ask for U.S. troops; even the L.A. police made clear that there was no emergency, and that they did not require U.S. troops.

David Frum: For Trump, this is a dress rehearsal

But this is not the final stage of the revolution. The Marines in Los Angeles may provoke more violence, and that may indeed be the true purpose of their mission; after all, the Marines are primarily trained not to do civilian crowd control, but to kill the enemies of the United States. In an ominous speech at Fort Bragg yesterday, Trump reverted to the dehumanizing rhetoric he used during the election campaign, calling protesters "animals" and "a foreign enemy," language that seems to give permission to the Marines to kill people. Even if this confrontation ends without violence, the presence of the military in Los Angeles breaks another set of norms and prepares the way for another escalation, another set of emergency decrees, another opportunity to discard the rule of law later on.

The logic of revolution often traps revolutionaries: They start out thinking that the task will be swift and easy. The people will support them. Their cause is just. But as their project falters, their vision narrows. At each obstacle, after each catastrophe, the turn to violence becomes that much swifter, the harsh decisions that much easier. If not stopped, by Congress or the courts, the Trump revolution will follow that logic too.
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How One Animal Divided Europe

A new book explores what the wolf's return to the continent means for people who have never known its presence.

by Jonathan C. Slaght




In 2012, a young wolf named Slavc loped into the Lessini Mountains of Italy, completing a 1,200-mile route from Slovenia, where he was born. This was a dangerous place for a wolf to settle. The region had been proudly wolf free since about 1860; a stone commemorates the spot where the last one was killed. Slavc, who had been outfitted with a GPS collar by Slovenian biologists, soon encountered a female of his kind, a wanderer from the south. They became a pair--the first pack Lessinia had seen in more than a century--and the vanguard of a lupine renaissance.

Within a decade, Italy would become home to 2,000 wolves in almost 20 packs. The resurgence of wolves is not strictly an Italian phenomenon. Whereas in the middle of the 20th century, wolves were nearly extinct in Europe, today, more than 20,000 roam the continent. Their howls are heard everywhere except in the countries they'd have to swim to: Malta, Cyprus, Iceland, Ireland, and the United Kingdom.

"Slavc's journey might have been extraordinary, but more astonishing still is how rapidly the wolf has repopulated these lands, as though it has never been away," Adam Weymouth writes in his new book, Lone Wolf, which explores what a predator's return means to a people and a landscape that had forgotten it. Italy, Weymouth observes, "was an empty stage waiting on its protagonist--hollows that could be dens, saplings that could be marking posts, deer that could be prey."

Weymouth is an uncommon brand of travel writer, weaving natural history with culture and politics. For his first book, Kings of the Yukon, he paddled 2,000 miles along the Yukon River in tandem with migrating king salmon, learning how this species, crucial for local livelihoods and prized commercially, shapes community identities in the Far North. In Lone Wolf, the author swaps runs of fish for a single predator. In 2022, Weymouth shouldered a rucksack to walk 1,000 miles along Slavc's GPS trail, following the hundreds of virtual breadcrumbs that marked the wolf's path from Slovenia to Italy. Weymouth slept in the same forests Slavc did, huffed across the same mountain passes, and traversed the same national borders. He spoke with Slovenian farmers, Austrian politicians, and Italian shepherds along the way to understand how the reemergence of wolves has troubled rural communities in the Southern Alps.

Read: The book that teaches us to live with our fears

But instead of showing how, as with salmon, a species can unite people, Weymouth's interactions document how one can divide them. Lone Wolf is much more than the story of Slavc: It is a vehicle for Weymouth to trace the fault lines splintering Europe and to examine how people respond when confronted by unwelcome change.

Polarized politics, climate change, reduced demand for dairy products, and shifting demographics are affecting regions across Italy, especially rural ones. For the people of Lessinia, the return of the wolf seems to encompass multifarious anxieties, refracting, as Weymouth writes, "the entirety of their frustration and their fear, like the sun through a magnifying glass." From 2020 to 2021, wolves killed more than 400 farm animals. But carnivores are not the only disrupters in these areas. A drier climate means worsening conditions for grazing livestock; meanwhile, meager pay pushes younger generations down the slopes into cities such as Verona, waves of immigrants from places such as Bangladesh and North Africa are bringing new practices and norms to the countryside, and confusing European Union regulations are hobbling farmers throughout the continent. One rule, for instance, requires animals to be outdoors for at least half the year in order for a farm to qualify as organic and receive government subsidies. But if a wolf starts killing those animals, it's almost impossible to secure a permit to cull it. As Weymouth writes, in Austria, "farmers are furious, villagers are terrified, and there is a general, all-pervasive sense throughout the country that all hell has broken loose."

The belief that government is an obstacle, not a solution, leads to hundreds of wolves being killed illegally each year, their carcasses displayed in public spaces beheaded, strung up, or skinned, as if in "warning to other wolves or to those who support them." Some populist politicians have promoted a narrative in which the hardworking farmer is a victim of out-of-touch urban elitists. Weymouth worries that this "serves to dramatize the situation, creating further crises" for those whose livelihood depends on finding a way to coexist with the wolves.

These predators once wreaked unequivocal havoc across Europe; from 1571 to 1920, they killed 5,400 people in France alone. Weymouth highlights specific wolves that perpetrated reigns of terror, such as the Beast of Gevaudan, an animal (or animals) that killed 113 people and wounded an additional 49 in southern France in the 1700s. Throughout the continent, farmers watched helplessly as wolves dwindled their flocks and sometimes even fed on their children. These types of stories breed an almost hereditary disdain: The wolf is, and can only ever be, an enemy. After hundreds of years of persistent persecution--one generation of farmers learning from the previous generation to poison, snare, and shoot wolves--the animals' near disappearance around the turn of the 20th century was celebrated throughout Europe as the end of a long, bloody, and hard-won war.

Wolves did not simply stumble back into Europe in the 21st century. Their return was facilitated by the rise of environmentalism in the 1970s, and progressive laws aimed at restoring biodiversity. Improved habitat and reduced efforts to kill the animals allowed wolves to flourish. Biodiversity benefits humans as well: Extensive natural systems are more resilient to climate change, offer food security, and buffer us from the risk of zoonotic diseases such as coronaviruses. "To have a good system you have to have every part of the system," writes Weymouth, and this includes large carnivores. Although some might argue that the reemergence of wolves in Europe portends a return to the Bad Old Days, these creatures are also a sign that we are doing something right.

Read: The overlooked danger that's massacring wildlife

Does this drive toward biodiversity inevitably result in friction between predators and people? Well, yes, Dale Miquelle, a conservation biologist and an expert on carnivores of a different stripe (tigers), told me; the key is "having effective conflict-mitigation systems in place to deal with human-large carnivore conflicts." These might include honest communication between pro- and anti-predator groups, the investment of significant time and money to minimize clashes, and acknowledgment of the needs and concerns of everyone involved.

Weymouth outlines multiple techniques to deter wolves from targeting livestock, including encouraging farmers to shepherd flocks as they graze, training dogs to wander pastures, and building fences to keep out wolves. Examples from places such as Kenya, Belize, and China demonstrate that these adaptations are highly effective at reducing carnivore attacks. However, as Weymouth reports, for many in the Lessinia mountains and similar farming regions, adopting such practices is seen as capitulation. Farmers who build fences might be viewed as traitors, siding with outsiders who have no understanding of country ways. But the wolf's return to Europe can be sustainable only if farmers and other inhabitants buy into the process. For that to happen, their voices need to be truly heard by politicians and conservationists. When a wolf attacked a child in Rome last year and was relocated instead of euthanized, some Italians saw this as proof that the government was prioritizing wolf lives over human ones. Conservation advocates will have to make concessions to build trust, and some wolves will have to be removed from the wild.

Finally, as Weymouth notes, the cause of conservation is hurt when advocates paint an unrealistic picture of the wolf. "Part of its rebrand in recent years has been the widely put-about assertion that a wolf, or a healthy wolf at least, would never kill a human," he writes. Wolves are, in fact, opportunistic predators, and should never be considered harmless. Wolves do kill people, albeit rarely; in North America, they did so as recently as 2010, when a teacher was killed in southwestern Alaska.

Understanding these animals requires getting to know them, perhaps by literally following in their tracks. With so much modern wildlife science done remotely via GPS collars and satellite imagery, it's refreshing to simply take in the landscapes and cultures of Southern Europe with Weymouth as our guide. He carefully picks at the Gordian knot linking wolves and rural communities, teases out nuances, and tells a complex story of a world in transition. "There are dramatic changes happening all across the Alps. Migration, depopulation, melting glaciers, dying forests. I have seen how people are scared of their lives changing, how they want it all to stop, and how politicians of a certain stripe continue to stoke those fears while promising that everything can stay the same," he writes. "We are all plunging forward into an uncharted world, and the only fantasy is that we can stop it." To observe and absorb the natural-human interface, as Weymouth does, is an art, one that would benefit those on both sides of the wolf divide.
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When a Nasty Habit Is Part of Your National Identity

As France bans cigarettes in most public places, it stands to lose a strong cultural signifier.

by Gal Beckerman




On my first weekend living in Paris, I decided I had to learn how to smoke, and quickly. I sat in the dismal studio apartment I shared with a roommate and lit up Gauloise after Gauloise until my face turned a shade of chartreuse. I was an exchange student in the mid-'90s, and this was the intensity I applied to most activities that held the possibility of transforming me into the person I wanted to be. Parisians smoked, and if I aspired to be a Parisian, which I desperately did, then I would smoke. By the end of the weekend, I could sit in a cafe with a cigarette dangling from my lips like a shorter, swarthier, coughier Jean-Paul Belmondo in Breathless.

When I learned recently that France will soon ban smoking outside--banishing it from under lonely streetlamps and on park benches, where a last puff could be shared between lovers--it seemed that some essential part of French national identity was ending. If you are forbidden from lighting up in almost every social situation, then smoking, mon ami, is effectively illegal.

Russians have their vodka. Americans have their McDonald's and AR-15s. Japanese have a concept called karoshi, which apparently means "working so hard that you die." Every self-respecting nation has a fatal habit that helps define it--a guilty pleasure its citizens indulge in despite the scoffing of foreigners, and because doing so almost proves that their identity is worth dying for. The French--Sartre and Bardot and Gainsbourg and Houellebecq--have their smoking. "I drank the coffee, and then I wanted a cigarette," thinks Meursault, the antihero of Albert Camus' novel The Stranger and, after the Little Prince, likely the first French person in literature many students of the country's language will encounter. "But I wasn't sure if I should smoke, under the circumstances, in Mother's presence"--he's sitting vigil over her dead body. "I thought it over; really, it didn't seem to matter, so I offered the keeper a cigarette, and we both smoked."

Read: The allure of smoking rises again

Before I go much further, let me be clear: Cigarettes will kill you. I'm old enough to remember a 13-hour flight during which I experienced the slow asphyxiation of being stuck in the smoking section. The world does occasionally improve, and fewer people dying of lung cancer is certainly one of the ways.

But nostalgia does not come with health warnings.

What was most alluring about cigarettes, besides the notion--okay, the fact--that I looked cooler holding one casually between two fingers, was the quality of time that opened up in the space of a smoke. It's been a while--maybe 20 years--since I've touched a cigarette, but what I still remember, more than the nicotine, is the sensation of pressing "Pause." For the few minutes it took a cigarette to become ash, I had nothing to do but enjoy the silence or the chat I was having outside a bar.


On arriving in Paris to study abroad, the author quickly learned how to smoke. Soon he fancied himself as a "shorter, swarthier, coughier Jean-Paul Belmondo." (Courtesy of Gal Beckerman)



These moments of idle nothingness--or acute presence--are a source of nostalgia for me in part because they belong to the aimlessness of youth, and because our phones have since become a constant portal to somewhere else. But they also make me wistful because this sense of time out of time feels so very French. Think of the languidness of a French meal, with its aperitif, entree, plat, fromage, dessert, cafe. Or the nation's incredible shrinking workweek--now 35 hours, by law--in favor of more leisure time for love affairs and philosophical debates. Or the month of August, when no one is around. Or strikes, when everything stops. Or the years it takes to make good cheese and wine. Or that glorious description of the concept underlying the country's internet-privacy laws: "the right to be forgotten."

This whole cultural preference seemed to have been hand-rolled into every cigarette. Smoking was like a type of punctuation--life's em dash--forcing me to slow down, and putting everything else in relief. Sartre once contemplated quitting (really), but he couldn't bear what that would do to the rest of his existence. "I used to smoke at the theater, in the morning while working, in the evening after dinner, and it seemed to me that in giving up smoking I was going to strip the theater of its interest, the evening meal of its savor, the morning work of its fresh animation," he wrote in Being and Nothingness. "Whatever unexpected happening was going to meet my eye, it seemed to me that it was fundamentally impoverished from the moment that I could not welcome it while smoking."

Read: An innocent abroad in Mark Twain's Paris

This is an eloquent description of a severe addiction. Smoking is a disgusting habit, and I don't miss it, not really. But I do worry a bit about France. What Sartre was articulating--a life of enjoyment, of savoring those evening meals and the theater and mornings spent lost in thought--can be hard to come by in our world. Did smoking help those moments materialize out of our otherwise hectic lives? Maybe.

For the French, I always sensed that smoking, even when its dangers were well known, was almost an illustration of existentialism. The act seemed in some way to distill the central idea of that most French of philosophies: True freedom is terrifying because it means taking responsibility for every single choice we make. But not taking responsibility is worse--it is to live in bad faith. Smoking, that controlled flirtation with death, is the perfect test of this proposition. You know it's bad for you; you do it anyway, fully aware that you are taking your fate in your own hands. Maybe this is also why the cigarette has always signified rebellion--especially for women living in cultures bent on circumscribing their choices. Even as our cultural mores and our health standards evolve, the cigarette retains this symbolic power. A blueberry-flavored vape (currently exempt from the new law) could never carry all this meaning.

That Godard-and-Truffaut version of France that I'm pining for was obviously already a thing of the past even when I lived there. And that past is even further in the past now. A little less than a quarter of the country's population takes a drag every day. And young French people, thankfully, are not buying my romanticism--the trend line curves downward more dramatically for them. As for the new law, which carries a 135-euro fine, a survey of French people (conducted, I'm imagining, over zinc countertops and demitasses) found that 78 percent said they were happy to be done with cigarettes in public places. Maybe they're tired of the 2 billion butts that collect on the streets of Paris every year. That might convince me.

These days, when I'm feeling sentimental, instead of smoking, I'll just mainline a film from the New Wave era, such as Godard's existentialist drama Vivre sa vie. Anna Karina is there, playing Nana, a woman who leaves her husband and becomes a sex worker (strangely, a common storyline in French movies of the period). She is sitting in a cafe, puffing away. "I think we're always responsible for our actions," she says. "We're free." Free to do any number of things, she says, dreamily invoking the Sartrean credo as smoke curls around her black bob. She is free to close her eyes, to be unhappy. And she takes responsibility for this. "I smoke a cigarette," she says, a mischievous smile on her lips. "I'm responsible."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2025/06/how-will-france-deal-outdoor-smoking-ban/683091/?utm_source=feed
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        Photographs by Robert LeBlancDuring a lull in the chanting outside the federal building targeted by protesters in downtown Los Angeles this week, I walked up behind a hooded young man wearing a mask and carrying a can of spray paint. He began to deface the marble facade in big black letters. WHEN TYRANNY BECOMES LAW, REBELLION BECOMES DUTY--THOMAS JEFFERSON, he wrote, adding his tag, SMO, in smaller font.SMO told me that he is 21, Mexican American, an Angeleno, and a "history buff" who thinks abou...

      

      
        Are Liberals to Blame for the New McCarthyism?
        Jonathan Chait

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.The Trump administration is carrying out a brazen crackdown on academic freedom: deporting students for writing op-eds, withholding funds from colleges that defy his control, and justifying it all as a response to anti-Semitism. Who is to blame for this? According to one popular theory on the left, the answer is liberals who have consistently supported free speech and opposed Donald Trump.The logic of this ...

      

      
        This Is What Trump Does When His Revolution Sputters
        Anne Applebaum

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Revolutions have a logic. The revolutionaries start with a big, transformative, impossible goal. They want to remake society, smash existing institutions, replace them with something different. They know they will do damage on the road to their utopia, and they know people will object. Committed to their ideology, the revolutionaries pursue their goals anyway.Inevitably, a crisis appears. Perhaps many peopl...

      

      
        The White House Is Delighted With Events in Los Angeles
        Jonathan Lemire

        The last time President Donald Trump tried to send military forces into American streets to put down civil unrest, in June 2020, Pete Hegseth was positioned outside the White House with a Kevlar helmet and riot shield.Major Hegseth's mobilization as part of a District of Columbia National Guard unit summoned to restore order in the nation's capital, where protests had erupted following the police murder of George Floyd, occurred as Pentagon leaders scrambled to avert what they feared could be a c...

      

      
        The Real Problem With the Democrats' Ground Game
        Russell Berman

        They called it the "Big Send." Democrats gathered in living rooms, libraries, and coffee shops across the country to write letters to millions of potential voters in swing states and competitive congressional districts, urging them to vote in November. During the 2020 pandemic election, the novel but decidedly 20th-century tactic had cut through the glut of digital messages that inundated Americans' cellphones and inboxes, and organizers hoped it would similarly boost turnout for Democrats in 202...

      

      
        Inside America's Death Chambers
        Elizabeth Bruenig

        Art by Peter MendelsundLately, I've been having dreams about my own execution. The nightmares mostly unfold in the same way: I am horrified to discover that I've committed a murder--the victim is never anyone I know but always has a face I've seen somewhere before. I cower in fear of detection, and wonder desperately if I should turn myself in to end the suspense. I am caught and convicted and sentenced to death. And then I'm inside an execution chamber like the ones I've seen many times, strainin...

      

      
        A Reporter in the Death Chamber
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        On June 22, 2000, Thomas Loden Jr., a 35-year-old Marine recruiter, kidnapped a 16-year-old girl named Leesa Marie Gray from the side of a road in Itawamba County, Mississippi. Loden raped and sexually battered Gray for four hours. Then he strangled her to death. When police found him, they discovered that he had carved the words I'm sorry into his chest.Loden pleaded guilty to capital murder. I first met him 21 years after the killing, on death row at the Mississippi State Penitentiary, which is...

      

      
        Where Is Barack Obama?
        Mark Leibovich

        Last month, while Donald Trump was in the Middle East being gifted a $400 million luxury jet from Qatar, Barack Obama headed off on his own foreign excursion: a trip to Norway, in a much smaller and more tasteful jet, to visit the summer estate of his old friend King Harald V. Together, they would savor the genteel glories of Bygdoyveien in May. They chewed over global affairs and the freshest local salmon, which had been smoked on the premises and seasoned with herbs from the royal garden.Trump ...

      

      
        Sometimes a Parade Is Just a Parade
        Kori Schake

        Updated at 10 a.m. ET on June 9, 2025President Donald Trump has gotten his way and will oversee a military parade in Washington, D.C., this summer on the Army's birthday, which also happens to be his own. Plans call for nearly 7,000 troops to march through the streets as 50 helicopters buzz overhead and tanks chew up the pavement. One option has the president presiding from a viewing stand on Constitution Avenue as the Army's parachute team lands to present him with an American flag.The prospect ...

      

      
        Kilmar Abrego Garcia Was Never Coming Back. Then He Did.
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        After insisting again and again that they would not bring Kilmar Abrego Garcia back to the United States, Trump-administration officials flew the 29-year-old Maryland man back from El Salvador today to face a grand-jury criminal indictment in Tennessee.Abrego Garcia's return doesn't mean he can go free. He now faces federal charges for human trafficking, according to the indictment unsealed today, and the Trump administration will get its opportunity to prove what it has long alleged about Abrego...

      

      
        Inside the Trump-Musk Breakup
        Russell Berman

        For once, President Donald Trump was trying to be the adult in the room.Trump and Elon Musk, two billionaires with massive egos and combustible temperaments, had forged an unlikely friendship over the past year, one built on proximity, political expediency, and, yes, a touch of genuine warmth. Relations between the president and his top benefactor had grown somewhat strained in recent weeks, as Trump began to feel that Musk had overstayed his welcome in the West Wing. Musk had suggested privately...
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        Ashley Parker

        This story was updated at 4 p.m. ET on June 5, 2025.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 polic...

      

      
        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 ...
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Stephen Miller Triggers Los Angeles

The protesters gathered in downtown L.A. are a microcosm of the Democratic coalition that has dominated the city for decades.

by Nick Miroff




During a lull in the chanting outside the federal building targeted by protesters in downtown Los Angeles this week, I walked up behind a hooded young man wearing a mask and carrying a can of spray paint. He began to deface the marble facade in big black letters. WHEN TYRANNY BECOMES LAW, REBELLION BECOMES DUTY--THOMAS JEFFERSON, he wrote, adding his tag, SMO, in smaller font.

SMO told me that he is 21, Mexican American, an Angeleno, and a "history buff" who thinks about the Founding Fathers more than the average tagger does. He said he wanted to write something that stood out from the hundreds of places where FUCK ICE now appears.

"I needed a better message that would inspire more people to remember that our history as Americans is deeply rooted in being resistant to the ones who oppress us," he told me. "Our Founding Fathers trusted that we the people would take it into our hands to fight back against a government who no longer serves the people." (The quote, although spurious, captures some of the ideas that Jefferson put into the Declaration of Independence, according to the Thomas Jefferson Foundation.)

Whether what's occurring in Los Angeles is a noble rebellion, a destructive riot, or a bit of both, the protests here have been the most intense demonstrations against President Donald Trump and his policies since he retook office. They were set off by a new, more aggressive phase of Immigration and Customs Enforcement raids across the city last week. But it's important to keep some perspective on the size of the confrontations. Los Angeles County covers more than 4,000 square miles, with a population of 10 million, and across much of that sunny expanse, life has carried on as usual this week.

Missy Ryan and Jonathan Lemire: The White House is delighted with events in Los Angeles

The protesters' focal point has been the federal building in downtown Los Angeles where several Department of Homeland Security agencies, including ICE, have offices. Just across the 101 freeway is the El Pueblo de Los Angeles historic plaza, which marks the site where settlers of Native American, African, and European heritage first arrived in 1781. Nearly every city block in this part of town is taken up by a courthouse or some other stone edifice of law or government, including the Art Deco tower of Los Angeles City Hall. In a city built on shaky ground, these civic structures are meant to project stability and permanence. But L.A.'s layered, fraught history seemed very much on the minds of many demonstrators I spoke with, who told me that they felt like their right to belong--regardless of legal status--was under attack.




Although the crowd of protesters has not been especially large, drawing at most a few thousand people, it has been a microcosm of Los Angeles and the deep-blue Democratic coalition that has dominated the city for decades. It's a mix of young Hispanic people--many the children of first-generation immigrants--and older liberals, college students, and left-wing activists; also present is a contingent of younger, more militant protesters, who have been eager to confront police and inflict damage on the city's buildings and institutions, and film themselves doing it.

At one point on Monday, I watched a group of jumpy teen boys in hoods and masks who appeared no older than 15 or 16 approach one of the last unblemished surfaces on the federal building. One shook a spray can and began writing in large, looping letters. The nozzle wasn't working well, and his friends began to rush him. Trump is a BICH, he wrote, and ran away.

Observing the crowd and speaking with protesters over the past several days, I couldn't help but think of Stephen Miller, the top Trump aide who has ordered immigration officials to arrest and deport more and more people, encouraging them to do so in the most attention-grabbing of ways. The version of Los Angeles represented by the protesters is the one Miller deplores. The city has a voracious demand for workers that, for decades, has mostly looked past legal status and allowed newcomers from around the world to live and work without much risk of arrest and deportation. Trump and Miller have upended that in a way many people here describe as a punch in the face.

Los Angeles, specifically the liberal, upper-middle-class enclave of Santa Monica, is Miller's hometown, and it became the foil for his archconservative political identity. He is often described as the "architect" of Trump's immigration policy, but his role as a political strategist--and chief provocateur--is much bigger than that. It is no fluke that Los Angeles is where Miller could most aggressively assert the ideas he champions in Trump's MAGA movement: mass deportations and a maximal assertion of executive power. No matter if it means calling out U.S. troops to suppress a backlash triggered by those policies.

Conor Friedersdorf: Averting a worst-case scenario in Los Angeles

"Huge swaths of the city where I was born now resemble failed third world nations. A ruptured, balkanized society of strangers," Miller wrote Monday on X. He was attacking Governor Gavin Newsom for suing to reverse the Trump administration's takeover of the California National Guard--the first time the government has federalized state forces since 1965. Trump has also called up 700 U.S. Marines.

Miller was defending the use of force to subdue protesters, but he was really talking about something bigger in his hometown. This was a culture war, with real troops.







What was the spark? On May 21, Miller and Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem brought the heads of ICE's regional offices to Washington for a dressing-down. Trump had promised the largest mass-removal campaign in U.S. history and wanted 1 million deportations a year. ICE officers had been making far more arrests in American communities than under Joe Biden, but they were well short of Trump's desired pace. Miller demanded 3,000 arrests a day--a nearly fourfold increase--and demoted several top ICE officials who weren't hitting their targets.

Miller's push is just a warm-up. The Republican funding bill Trump wants to sign into law by Independence Day would formalize his goal of 1 million deportations annually, and furnish more than $150 billion for immigration enforcement, including tens of billions for more ICE officers, contractors, detention facilities, and removal flights. If Los Angeles and other cities are recoiling now, how will they respond when ICE has the money to do everything Miller wants?

Trump and his "border czar," the former ICE acting director Tom Homan, had been insisting for months that the deportation campaign would prioritize violent criminals and avoid indiscriminate roundups. Miller has told ICE officials to disregard that and to hit Home Depot parking lots.

So they have. The number of arrests reported by ICE has soared past 2,000 a day in recent weeks. Backed by the Border Patrol, the FBI, the Drug Enforcement Administration, and other federal law-enforcement agencies pressed into helping ICE, officers are arresting people who show up for immigration-court appointments or periodic "check-ins" to show that they have remained in compliance with court orders. Last week in Los Angeles, ICE teams began showing up at those Home Depot parking lots and work sites, including a downtown apparel factory. This was a red line for many Angelenos. Protesters told me that it was the moment Miller and Trump went from taunts and trolling to something more personal and threatening. About a third of the city's residents are foreign-born.

Juliette Kayyem: Trump's gross misuse of the National Guard

"This is humiliating," Hector Agredano, a 30-year-old community-college instructor who was demonstrating on Sunday outside a Pasadena hotel, told me. ICE officers were rumored to be staying at the location and two others nearby, drawing dozens of protesters who chanted and carried signs demanding ICE out of LA!

"They are tearing apart our families," Agredano told me. "We will not stand for this. They cannot sleep safely at night while our communities are being terrorized."

Some activists have been trying to track ICE vehicles and show up where officers make arrests to film and protest. More established activist groups are organizing vigils and marches while urging demonstrators to remain peaceful. They have struggled to contain the younger, angrier elements of the crowd downtown who lack their patience.

On Sunday, I watched protesters block the southbound lanes of the 101 until police cleared them with tear gas. Some in the crowd hurled water bottles and debris down at officers and set off bottle rockets and cherry bombs. The police responded with flash-bangs, which detonate with a burst of light. There were so many explosions happening, it wasn't easy to tell if they belonged to the protesters or to law enforcement. I tried approaching a police line, and a boom sounded near my head, ringing my ears.

One group of vandals summoned several Waymo self-driving cars to the street next to the plaza where the city was founded and set them ablaze. People in the crowd hooted and cheered at the leaping flames, and the cars' melting batteries and sensors sent plumes of oily black smoke toward police helicopters circling above. Firetrucks arrived and put out the last of the flames, leaving little piles of gnarled metal. City officials grew more alarmed the following evening, when smaller groups of masked teenagers rampaged through downtown and looted a CVS, an Apple Store, and several other businesses, prompting Mayor Karen Bass to set an 8 p.m. curfew in the area yesterday.

The smoke and flames began shifting attention away from the administration's immigration crackdown.The imagery has been giddily watched by White House officials, and it's fueled speculation that it could create an opening for Miller to attempt to invoke the Insurrection Act. For years he has longingly discussed the wartime power, which would give troops a direct law-enforcement role on U.S. streets, potentially including immigration arrests.




Yesterday, Trump said that he would not allow Los Angeles to be "invaded and conquered by a foreign enemy," and that he would "liberate" the country's second-largest city. His send-in-the-Marines order underscored his apparent eagerness to deal with the demonstrators as combatants, rather than as civilians and American citizens.

Since Trump's announcement, protesters have been on the lookout for the Marines, wondering if their arrival would signal a darker, more violent phase of the government's response. But military officials said today that the Marine units will need to receive more training in civilian deployments before they go to Los Angeles.

Despite the attention on the federalized California National Guard troops, they have had a minimal role so far, standing guard at the entrance to the federal building where SMO and other taggers have left messages for Trump and ICE. Mayor Bass said that about 100 soldiers were stationed there as of today. Trump has activated 4,000, and there are signs that their role is already expanding: Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth posted a photo yesterday of soldiers with rifles and full combat gear standing guard for ICE officers making street arrests. "This We'll Defend," he wrote.

David Frum: For Trump, this is a dress rehearsal

In downtown Los Angeles, though, the LAPD and the California Highway Patrol--which are under the control of the state and local Democratic leaders--have been left to handle violent protesters and looters. By insisting that Trump's troop deployment is unnecessary and provocative, Newsom and Bass are under more pressure to make sure that their forces, not Trump's, can keep a lid on the anger.

Their officers have fired tear gas, flash-bang grenades, and a kind of less-than-lethal projectile known as a sponge grenade that leaves bruises and welts. One Australian television reporter was hit while doing a live report; many others have been shot at point-blank range. Over more than three days of street confrontations, there have been no deaths or reports of serious injuries.

Some protesters gathered up the spent sponge munitions as souvenirs. With a hard foam nose and a thick plastic base, they resemble Nerf darts from hell. I met one protester, carrying a camera, who wore a bandage around his forearm where he'd been struck minutes earlier. Castro--he wouldn't give me his first name--told me that he was a 39-year-old security guard whose parents are from El Salvador. He likened the pain to a sprained ankle. "I was born and raised in Los Angeles. I support, I love, I stand for America. I love the U.S.A.," he told me. "I'm here today to support our people of Los Angeles. That's it."

Some Democrats outside the state have chafed at the sight of protesters waving Mexican flags and those of other nations, which Trump officials have seized upon as evidence of anti-Americanism. Protesters told me the flags of their or their parents' home countries are not intended as a sign of loyalty to another nation. Quite a few protesters waved the Stars and Stripes too, or a hybrid of the American flag and their home country's.

Hailey, a 23-year-old welder carrying a Guatemalan flag, told me she wanted to display her heritage at a protest that brought together people from all over. That was part of belonging to California, she said: "I was born on American soil, but I just think it's appropriate to celebrate where my family is from. And America is supposed to be a celebration of that."

Dylan Littlefield, a bishop who joined a rally on Sunday led by union organizers, told me that he grew up in L.A. with Italian Americans displaying their flag. "No one has ever made a single comment or had any objection to the Italian flag flying, so the people that are making the flag issue now really are trying to create a battle where there's no battle to be had," he said.



The protests against Trump in Los Angeles have picked up, to some extent, where those in Portland left off. In 2020, anti-ICE protesters targeted the federal courthouse in downtown Portland, and DHS sent federal agents and officers to defend the building and confront the crowds. The destructive standoff carried on for months, and the city's Democratic mayor and Oregon's Democratic governor eventually had to use escalating force against rioters. Newsom and Bass seem keen to avoid the price they would pay politically if that were to occur here, but for now they are caught between the need to suppress the violent elements of the protests and their desire to blame the White House for fanning the flames.




Anne Applebaum: This is what Trump does when his revolution sputters

Trump officials say they have delighted in the imagery of L.A. mayhem and foreign-flag waving, but they face a threat, too, if protests spread beyond blue California and become a nationwide movement. That would take pressure off Newsom and Bass.

Doe Hain, a retired teacher I met in Pasadena this week holding a Save Democracy sign for passing motorists, told me that the ICE push into California symbolizes the worst fears of an authoritarian takeover by a president unfazed by the idea of turning troops against Americans. "I don't really think I can protest the existence of ICE as a federal agency, but we can protest the way that they're doing things," Hain said. "They're bypassing people's rights and the laws, and that's not right."

Few people I spoke with said they thought the protests in Los Angeles would diminish, even if more troops arrive in the city. There have been fewer reports of ICE raids since the protests erupted, and one Home Depot I visited on Monday--south of Los Angeles, in Huntington Park--had had only a handful of arrests that day, bystanders told me. ICE teams had moved to other locations in Southern California and the Central Valley. They will surely be back.

At a minimum, Miller and other Trump officials have come away from this round of confrontations with the imagery they wanted. Today, DHS released a none-too-subtle social-media ad with a dark, ominous filter, featuring the flaming Waymos, Mexican flags, looters, and rock throwers. "RESTORE LAW AND ORDER NOW!" it said, with the number for an ICE tip line. It fades out on an image of a burning American flag.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/06/stephen-miller-los-angeles-ice-protests/683138/?utm_source=feed
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Are Liberals to Blame for the New McCarthyism?

Many leftists seem to think so.

by Jonathan Chait




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


The Trump administration is carrying out a brazen crackdown on academic freedom: deporting students for writing op-eds, withholding funds from colleges that defy his control, and justifying it all as a response to anti-Semitism. Who is to blame for this? According to one popular theory on the left, the answer is liberals who have consistently supported free speech and opposed Donald Trump.

The logic of this diagnosis has a certain superficial appeal. Many of President Trump's authoritarian moves have been justified in terms of arguments that originated on the center-left. Liberals condemned the far left for fostering an intolerant atmosphere in academia. They criticized the message and methods of some pro-Palestinian demonstrators. Trump has seized on these complaints as a pretext to extort universities and target student demonstrators for deportation.

According to many left-wing critics, this sequence of events shows that, as David Klion writes in The Nation, "erstwhile free speech champions" have "helped lay the groundwork for Trump's second term." An April article in Liberal Currents directs contempt toward "the infamous Harper's letter," an open letter defending free speech from threats on the left and the right, and blames mainstream Democrats for having "laid the groundwork for where we are now." These are just two examples of a very well-developed genre.

Caitlin Flanagan: America's fire sale: get some free speech while you can

The implication of these arguments is that Trump would not have won, or would now be having a harder time carrying out his neo-McCarthyite campaign of repression, if liberals had only refrained from denouncing left-wing cancel culture and the excesses of the post-October 7 protests. But to the extent that these events are connected, the responsibility runs the other way. It was the left's tactics and rhetoric that helped enable Trump's return to power as well as his abuse of it. The liberal critics of those tactics deserve credit for anticipating the backlash and trying to stop it.

A similar dynamic is playing out now, as liberals warn about the danger of violent infiltrators disrupting immigration protests while some leftists demand unconditional solidarity with the movement. The debate, as ever, is whether the left is discredited by its own excesses or by criticism of those excesses.

The bitter divide between liberals and leftists over Trump's neo-McCarthyism has deep historical roots. The two camps fought over the same set of ideas, making many of the same arguments, in response to the original McCarthyism of the 1950s. The lessons of that period, properly understood, offer helpful guidance for defeating the Trumpian iteration.

What made liberals vulnerable to McCarthyism was the fact that some communists really did insinuate themselves into the government during the New Deal. Communists accounted for a tiny share of the population, but they had a visible presence among intellectuals, artists, and political activists. The American Communist Party enthusiastically cooperated with Moscow. It managed to plant Soviet spies in the State Department, the Manhattan Project, and other important government institutions. The 1950 perjury trial of Alger Hiss, a high-ranking diplomat who spied on Roosevelt's administration for the Soviet Union, was a national spectacle vividly illustrating the Soviet spy network's reach. (Many American leftists maintained Hiss's innocence for decades, until the opening of the Soviet archives conclusively proved his guilt.)

In the face of this espionage threat, most liberals severed all ties with American communists. The AFL-CIO expelled communists from its ranks. "I have never seen any reason to admire men who, under the pretense of liberalism, continued to justify and whitewash the realities of Soviet Communism," the prominent intellectual Arthur Schlesinger Jr. wrote at the time.

The synthesis these liberal anti-communists arrived at was to oppose McCarthyism and communism simultaneously. They would defend the free-speech rights of accused communists (though not their right to hold sensitive government jobs) while denouncing communist ideas.

But they found themselves squeezed in a vise. The right was trying to use communist espionage to discredit the entire New Deal. Many leftists, meanwhile, bitterly castigated their former allies for their betrayal, and adopted a posture of anti-anti-communism--not endorsing communism per se, but instead directing all their criticism at the excesses of anti-communism, so as to avoid a rupture on the left. Still, as difficult as their position might have seemed, liberals managed to beat back McCarthyism and retain public confidence in their ability to handle the Cold War.

Many on the American left never surrendered their resentment of the center-left's anti-communist posture. In their eyes, liberals empowered McCarthy by validating the notion that communists were an enemy in the first place. And now they see the same thing happening again. By denouncing the illiberal left, they argue, the center-left has opened the door to right-wing repression.

Clay Risen: When America persecutes its teachers

To be fair, some free-speech advocates who criticized the left for shutting down debate have revealed themselves to be hypocritical when it comes to anti-Israel speech. An especially ugly episode transpired in late 2023, when the presidents of Harvard, Penn, and MIT refused to crack down broadly on anti-Zionist speech on campus, only for members of Congress in both parties to smear them as anti-Semitic. But the complaints on the left are not limited to liberals who betray their commitment to free-speech norms. Their critique is aimed at liberals who uphold those values. And that is because they oppose liberal values themselves.

When the Harvard psychologist and Harper's-letter signatory Steven Pinker wrote a long New York Times essay assailing the Trump administration's campaign against academic freedom, online leftists castigated him for having supposedly cleared the way for Trump by critiquing groupthink in the academy. "Lot of good push back here from Pinker but at the same time his critiques of higher ed helped open the door for the attacks on the university he now dreads, and especially those directed at where he works," wrote Daniel Steinmetz-Jenkins, a social-studies professor at Wesleyan. Pinker has never endorsed Trump or Trumpism. But the mere fact of his having opposed left-wing illiberalism supposedly makes him complicit in the right-wing version.

Likewise, many leftists consider it self-evident that criticizing campus protesters' use of violent pro-Hamas messages, such as "Globalize the Intifada," was akin to fascism. Liberals of course had good reason to worry about violent, apocalyptic rhetoric, and the ideas inspiring it, which more recently has contributed to a spate of terror attacks on domestic Jewish targets. But to some leftist critics, raising those concerns was functionally a vote for Trump.

"Even those [Democrats] issuing mild statements of concern can't help but front-load their polite chiding of the White House with pointless, preening condemnations of the target of Trump's arrests and harassment regime," Adam Johnson and Sarah Lazare write in the left-wing In These Times. Jeet Heer, writing in The Nation, likewise argues, "Biden's slander of pro-Palestinian activists helped splinter the Democratic coalition during the 2024 election" and, yes, "laid the groundwork for the current crackdown on dissent."

The left is not alone in seeking to erase the liberal middle ground between the political extremes. The dynamic is identical to that of the 1950s, when the right tried to paint all opponents of McCarthyism as communists (just as the left wished to paint all anti-communists as McCarthyists). Trump's allies are attacking pro-free-speech liberals for having supposedly enabled radicalism. When Harvard faculty signed a letter denouncing Trump's threats against academic freedom, conservatives sneered that professors had only themselves to blame. "Many of these signatories have been entirely silent for years as departments purged their ranks of conservatives to create one of the most perfectly sealed-off echo chambers in all of higher education," wrote the pro-Trump law professor Jonathan Turley.

Both the far right and far left have a good reason to erase the liberal center: If the only alternative to their position is an equally extreme alternative, then their argument doesn't look so out-there. The liberal answer is to resist this pressure from both sides.

A decade ago, illiberal discourse norms around race and gender began to dominate progressive spaces, leaving a pockmarked landscape of cancellations and social-media-driven panics. Even as many skeptics on the left insisted that no such phenomenon was occurring--or that it was merely the harmless antics of college students--those norms quickly spread into progressive politics and the Democratic Party.

The 2020 Democratic presidential campaign took place in an atmosphere in which staffers, progressive organizations, journalists, and even the candidates themselves feared that speaking out against unpopular or impractical ideas would cause them to be labeled racist or sexist. That was the identity-obsessed climate in which Joe Biden first promised to nominate a female vice president, and then committed to specifically choosing a Black one. This set of overlapping criteria narrowed the field of candidates who had the traditional qualification of holding statewide office to a single choice whose own campaign had collapsed under the weight of a string of promises to left-wing groups who were out of touch with the constituencies they claimed to represent, as well as her limited political instincts. Kamala Harris herself was cornered into endorsing taxpayer-financed gender-reassignment surgery for prisoners and detained migrants, a promise that Trump blared on endless loop in 2024. Her own ad firm found that Trump's ad moved 2.7 percent of voters who watched it toward Trump, more than enough to swing the outcome by itself.

Trump's election had many causes. One of them was very clearly a backlash against social-justice fads, and the Democratic ecosystem's failure, under fear of cancellation, to resist those fads. If either party to this internal debate should be apologizing, it's not the liberals who presciently warned that the left risked going off the rails and enabling Trump to win.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: What the left keeps getting wrong

The political gravity of the campus debate after October 7 tilts in the same direction. Some progressives decided that the plight of Palestinians was so urgent and singular as to blot out every other political cause. The effect was to elevate the salience of an issue that split the Democratic coalition: Both the most pro-Israel constituents and the most anti-Israel constituents in the Democratic coalition moved heavily toward Trump's camp. Many pro-Palestine activists openly argued that the stakes were high enough to justify risking Trump's election. That is precisely the direction in which their actions pushed.

Trump's election, and his subsequent campaign to crush demonstrations, is precisely the scenario that liberal critics warned would occur. That this outcome is being used to discredit those same liberals is perverse, yet oddly familiar.
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This Is What Trump Does When His Revolution Sputters

His military deployment in Los Angeles follows a long, disturbing tradition.

by Anne Applebaum




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


Revolutions have a logic. The revolutionaries start with a big, transformative, impossible goal. They want to remake society, smash existing institutions, replace them with something different. They know they will do damage on the road to their utopia, and they know people will object. Committed to their ideology, the revolutionaries pursue their goals anyway.

Inevitably, a crisis appears. Perhaps many people, even most people, don't want regime change, or don't share the revolutionaries' utopian vision. Perhaps there are unplanned disasters. Smashing institutions can have unexpected, sometimes catastrophic, consequences, as the history of post-revolutionary famines shows very well.

But whatever the nature of the crisis, it forces the revolutionaries to make a choice. Give up--or radicalize. Find compromises--or polarize society further. Slow down--or use violence.

The bloodiest, most damaging revolutions have all been shaped by people making the most extreme choices. When the Bolsheviks ran into opposition in 1918, they unleashed the Red Terror. When the Chinese Communists encountered resistance, Mao sent teenage Red Guards to torment professors and civil servants. Sometimes the violence was mere theater, lecture halls full of people demanding that victims recant. Sometimes it was real. But it always served a purpose: to provoke, to divide, and then to allow the revolutionaries to suspend the law, create an emergency, and rule by decree.

I doubt very much that Donald Trump knows a lot about the methods of Bolsheviks or Maoists, although I am certain that some of his entourage does. But he is now leading an assault on what some around him call the administrative state, which the rest of us call the U.S. government. This assault is revolutionary in nature. Trump's henchmen have a set of radical, sometimes competing goals, all of which require fundamental changes in the nature of the American state. The concentration of power in the hands of the president. The replacement of the federal civil service with loyalists. The transfer of resources from the poor to the rich, especially rich insiders with connections to Trump. The removal, to the extent possible, of brown-skinned people from America, and the return to an older American racial hierarchy.

Juliette Kayyem: Trump's gross misuse of the National Guard

Trump and his allies also have revolutionary methods. Elon Musk sent DOGE engineers, some the same age as Mao's Red Guards, into one government department after the next to capture computers, take data, and fire staff. Trump has launched targeted attacks on institutions that symbolize the power and prestige of the old regime: Harvard, the television networks, the National Institutes of Health. ICE has sent agents in military gear to conduct mass arrests of people who may or may not be undocumented immigrants, but whose arrests will frighten and silence whole communities. Trump's family and friends have rapidly destroyed a matrix of ethical checks and balances in order to enrich the president and themselves.

But their revolutionary project is now running into reality. More than 200 times, courts have questioned the legality of Trump's decisions, including the arbitrary tariffs and the deportations of people without due process. Judges have ordered the administration to rehire people who were illegally fired. DOGE is slowly being revealed as a failure, maybe even a hoax: Not only has it not saved much money, but the damage done by Musk's engineers might prove even more expensive to fix, once the costs of lawsuits, broken contracts, and the loss of government capacity are calculated. The president's signature legislation, his budget bill, has met resistance from senior Republicans and Wall Street CEOs who fear that it will destroy the U.S. government's credibility, and even resistance from Musk himself.

Now Trump faces the same choice as his revolutionary predecessors: Give up--or radicalize. Find compromises--or polarize society further. Slow down--or use violence. Like his revolutionary predecessors, Trump has chosen radicalization and polarization, and he is openly seeking to provoke violence.

For the moment, the administration's demonstration of force is mostly performative, a made-for-TV show designed to pit the United States military against protesters in a big Democratic city. The choice of venue for sweeping, indiscriminate raids--Home Depot stores around Los Angeles, and not, say, a golf club in Florida--seems orchestrated to appeal to Trump voters. The deployment of the U.S. military is designed to create frightening images, not to fulfill an actual need. The governor of California did not ask for U.S. troops; the mayor of Los Angeles did not ask for U.S. troops; even the L.A. police made clear that there was no emergency, and that they did not require U.S. troops.

David Frum: For Trump, this is a dress rehearsal

But this is not the final stage of the revolution. The Marines in Los Angeles may provoke more violence, and that may indeed be the true purpose of their mission; after all, the Marines are primarily trained not to do civilian crowd control, but to kill the enemies of the United States. In an ominous speech at Fort Bragg yesterday, Trump reverted to the dehumanizing rhetoric he used during the election campaign, calling protesters "animals" and "a foreign enemy," language that seems to give permission to the Marines to kill people. Even if this confrontation ends without violence, the presence of the military in Los Angeles breaks another set of norms and prepares the way for another escalation, another set of emergency decrees, another opportunity to discard the rule of law later on.

The logic of revolution often traps revolutionaries: They start out thinking that the task will be swift and easy. The people will support them. Their cause is just. But as their project falters, their vision narrows. At each obstacle, after each catastrophe, the turn to violence becomes that much swifter, the harsh decisions that much easier. If not stopped, by Congress or the courts, the Trump revolution will follow that logic too.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/06/california-protests-ice-trump/683102/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The White House Is Delighted With Events in Los Angeles

But Trump aides know there are real risks for the president if troops are involved in violence.

by Missy Ryan, Jonathan Lemire




The last time President Donald Trump tried to send military forces into American streets to put down civil unrest, in June 2020, Pete Hegseth was positioned outside the White House with a Kevlar helmet and riot shield.



Major Hegseth's mobilization as part of a District of Columbia National Guard unit summoned to restore order in the nation's capital, where protests had erupted following the police murder of George Floyd, occurred as Pentagon leaders scrambled to avert what they feared could be a confrontation between active-duty U.S. forces and their fellow Americans.



Today, Hegseth is second only to the president in directing the administration's use of the National Guard and active-duty Marines to respond to unrest over immigration raids in Los Angeles. And this time, the military's civilian leadership isn't acting as a brake on Trump's impulse to escalate the confrontation. The Hegseth-led Pentagon is an accelerant.



The administration's decision to federalize 4,000 California National Guard forces, contrary to Governor Gavin Newsom's wishes, and to dispatch 700 active-duty Marines to the Los Angeles area, marks a break with decades of tradition under which presidents have limited their use of the military on American soil. If there are any internal misgivings about busting through yet another democratic norm, they haven't surfaced publicly. Indeed, officials at the White House told us they are satisfied with the way the L.A. confrontation has unfolded. They believe that it highlights their focus on immigration and law and order, and places Democrats on the wrong side of both. One widely circulated photo--showing a masked protester standing in front of a burning car, waving a Mexican flag--has been embraced by Trump supporters as a distillation of the conflict: a president unafraid to use force to defend an American city from those he deems foreign invaders.



"We couldn't have scripted this better," said a senior White House aide granted anonymity to discuss internal conversations. "It's like the 2024 election never ended: Trump is strong while Democrats are weak and defending the indefensible."



Democrats, of course, take a different view, and say the administration's actions have only risked triggering further violence. Retired officers who study how the armed forces have been used in democracies told us they share those concerns. They point to the damage that Trump's orders could do to the military's relationship with the citizens it serves.



"We should be very careful, cautious, and even reluctant to use the military inside our country," Bradley Bowman, a former Army officer who heads the defense program at the Foundation for Defense of Democracies, told us.



Conor Friedersdorf: Averting a worst-case scenario in Los Angeles



State and local authorities typically use law-enforcement personnel as a first response to civil disturbances or riots, followed by National Guard forces if needed. Retired Major General Randy Manner, who served as acting vice chief of the National Guard Bureau during the Obama administration, said the federalizing of California Guard forces--putting them under presidential rather than state control, a move allowed with certain limits--pulls those service members away from their civilian jobs and makes it harder to complete planned training or exercises. "Basically, the risk does not justify the investment of these forces, and it will negatively impact on readiness," Manner told us.



Retired officers we spoke with also drew a distinction between the involvement of National Guard and active-duty forces. Whereas National Guard troops assist citizens after natural disasters and have the advantage of knowing the communities they serve, active-duty forces are primarily trained to "see the enemy and neutralize the enemy," said Mark Cancian, a retired Marine colonel now at the Center for Strategic and International Studies. "When you're dealing with U.S. citizens, no matter what they're doing, that's not the right mindset."



"This is not Fallujah," Bowman added. "This is Los Angeles."



Juliette Kayyem: Trump's gross misuse of the National Guard



This morning, Hegseth made his first congressional appearance since his bruising confirmation process, appearing before a House committee. His tone with Democrats was at times combative. When Representative Betty McCollum, a Minnesota Democrat, asked the defense secretary what the cost of the California deployment would be, he declined to provide a figure and instead pivoted to criticism of Minnesota Governor Tim Walz for the state's response to the violence that followed Floyd's killing in 2020. (Military officials said later they expected the Los Angeles deployment, as envisioned, to cost roughly $134 million.)



"If you've got millions of illegals, you don't know where they're coming from, they're waving flags from foreign countries and assaulting police officers, that's a problem," Hegseth told lawmakers.



Trump, for his part, told reporters that anyone who tries to protest at the Saturday parade celebrating the 250th birthday of the U.S. Army will "be met with very big force." He also said that he wouldn't hesitate to invoke the Insurrection Act, which would permit him to employ the military for law enforcement or to suppress a rebellion, if he believed that circumstances required. Speaking to troops at Fort Bragg in North Carolina later in the day, the president promised to stop the "anarchy" in California. "We will liberate Los Angeles and make it free, clean, and safe again," he said. "We will not allow an American city to be invaded and conquered by a foreign enemy."



Some Republicans have privately expressed worry that Trump may overplay a winning hand. Even in the West Wing, two people we spoke with tried to downplay the incendiary rhetoric from Trump and Hegseth. They stressed that, to this point, National Guard forces have been in a defensive posture, protecting federal buildings. Although they believe that Trump has the political advantage at the moment, they acknowledged there would be real risks if U.S. troops got involved in violence. "We don't know who would get blamed but no one wins if that happens," one senior aide told us. "No one wants to see that."



Hegseth's support for using active-duty troops in Los Angeles stands in contrast to what his predecessor did in 2020. At that time, Defense Secretary Mark Esper, along with Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Mark Milley, scrambled to block Trump's desire to employ active-duty forces against the demonstrators protesting racial violence. The president had mused about shooting protesters in the legs, Esper wrote later. To satisfy his boss while also avoiding a dangerous confrontation, the defense chief called active-duty forces from Fort Bragg to Northern Virginia but sought to keep them out of the fray.



Tom Nichols: Trump is using the National Guard as bait



In his 2024 book, The War on Warriors, Hegseth described how his experience as a D.C. Guardsman in 2020 crystallized his views about the divide between military personnel and what he saw as the degenerate protesters who were lobbing bricks and bottles of urine at the citizen soldiers. When the D.C. Guard was again summoned seven months later, to help secure the 2021 inauguration following the January 6 riot at the U.S. Capitol, Hegseth was told to stand down because fellow Guardsmen suspected that one of his tattoos was a sign of extremism. (Hegseth has maintained it is part of his Christian faith.)



Hegseth was angered by his exclusion and resigned from the Guard. That experience remains with him as he attempts to reshape the military, and its role in society, in line with Trump's worldview. As he has written: "My trust for this Army is irrevocably broken."
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The Real Problem With the Democrats' Ground Game

Democratic organizers are hesitant to admit when get-out-the-vote efforts don't work. One group is trying to change that.

by Russell Berman




They called it the "Big Send." Democrats gathered in living rooms, libraries, and coffee shops across the country to write letters to millions of potential voters in swing states and competitive congressional districts, urging them to vote in November. During the 2020 pandemic election, the novel but decidedly 20th-century tactic had cut through the glut of digital messages that inundated Americans' cellphones and inboxes, and organizers hoped it would similarly boost turnout for Democrats in 2024.

It did not.

In a study set to be released later today, the group behind the letter-writing effort, the nonpartisan Vote Forward, found that personal messages sent to more than 5 million occasional voters deemed at risk of staying home last fall had no effect on turnout. (The group's campaign produced a modest increase in turnout among a second, slightly smaller set of low-propensity voters, but it still fell short of previous Vote Forward programs.) What's unusual is not Vote Forward's lackluster findings, but that the group is ready to tell the world about them. Every election, a constellation of progressive organizations sells donors and volunteers on the promise that their data-driven turnout programs will deliver victory at the polls. These mobilization efforts have taken on ever-greater importance in an era of tight elections, where the presidency and majorities in Congress can hinge on just a few thousand votes.

Progressive groups are only too happy to brag about their wins; they're much less likely to divulge details about their campaigns that flopped. Driving this reticence is a fear that donations will dry up--or go to other organizations in a highly competitive campaign industry--if funders find out their money made little difference on the ground. In several instances, researchers told me, Democratic firms have either pushed them to suppress the results of studies that didn't produce desired findings or cherry-picked data to make the numbers look better. "We have a people-pleasing problem in our party," Max Wood, a progressive data scientist, told me.

Yasmin Radjy, the executive director of Vote Forward and its progressive campaign arm, Swing Left, is trying to change that culture. Just as Democrats are now debating, sometimes fiercely, why their party's message failed last year, Radjy believes that to emerge from "the political wilderness," they need to have candid conversations about their organizing and turnout efforts. Radjy has been frustrated by what she describes as Democrats' lack of introspection and transparency. For months, she's been asking party organizers and consultants what they learned in 2024, and what they're going to do differently going forward. "We've got to actually be honest about both what works and what doesn't work," she told me. In the next election, "if we are serving volunteers, donors, and voters reheated leftovers from 2024, we are doing it wrong."

The risks of a bad field operation are greater than people might think. The goal of any persuasion or get-out-the-vote program is to boost support for your party's candidate. Many make only a small difference in turnout, or none at all--especially in presidential elections, for which most people already know plenty about the candidates. The worst of these efforts, however, can backfire entirely.

In 2008, then-candidate Barack Obama built the largest field operation in history, relying on both data-driven targeting and community-organizing tactics in a way that revolutionized presidential campaigning. But a study involving more than 56,000 targeted voters in Wisconsin found that a visit from a volunteer supporting Obama appears to have turned some potential voters away from Obama's candidacy--in a state the Democrat won handily that year. The researchers suggested that people who rarely engaged in elections found the visits bothersome.

During the Obama era, Democrats relied on support from infrequent voters to capture the presidency, although they struggled in low-turnout, off-year elections. They poured millions of dollars into research and organizing programs to identify and mobilize those voters. But since then, the parties' bases have shifted, and many of these hard-to-reach voters became Donald Trump supporters--especially working-class white voters and, in 2024, a large number of young and nonwhite people.

Some Democrats worry that their party's vaunted turnout operation has, in recent years, produced a significant number of votes for Trump, reducing, if not negating, the benefits for their own candidates. Early last year, a top progressive data scientist warned donors in a memo that if Democratic mobilization groups "were to blindly register nonvoters," they could be "distinctly aiding Trump's quest for a personal dictatorship," The Washington Post reported.

Radjy acknowledged that had been a concern, but she said Vote Forward's postelection study found no evidence that its letter-writing campaign helped Trump or Republicans. "If we found that, it would hurt, but we would also share it transparently," she told me.

It's not clear that everyone else would. The biggest spenders in Democratic politics frequently test their turnout operations, in many cases through randomized controlled trials in which one group of people receives a particular form of engagement--a door knock, phone call, or text message, for example--while another gets nothing. (This is what Vote Forward did to test its letter-writing success.) After the election, organizers can check to see which group voted at a higher rate. These findings have shown that in presidential-election years, traditional canvassing methods have become less effective as voters get bombarded with campaign ads and reminders to vote. "In a saturated environment, it's getting harder and harder for individual pieces of campaign communication to break through," David Broockman, a political scientist at UC Berkeley who studies voting behavior, told me. "I expect the effects of everything are just going to keep on going down."

Occasionally, the studies that groups conduct are widely shared, but some political organizations suffer from a phenomenon known as the "file-drawer problem": "A lot of bad results never see the light of day," Joshua Kalla, a political scientist at Yale University who studies voter persuasion, told me.

Wood, the data scientist, learned that firsthand. He told me he's worked with Democrats who have urged him not to publish studies with unfavorable findings: "Basically the attitude is, There's a lot of hype and a lot of willingness to fund this work. And if you put this out, all the funders are going to clam up and point to this as a reason not to do it." In other cases, he said, clients have misused data to make tactics seem more effective than they really are.

Another researcher, who spoke on the condition of anonymity to avoid alienating allies in the party, told me about working on a study that found a campaign tactic had produced no boost in turnout. When the researcher later saw a published version of the report with their name attached, however, the findings made it seem as if the experiment had been successful. "The big problem," the researcher told me, is that in addition to using research to improve campaigning, Democratic groups "also use it as effective marketing or to try to get clients. People's incentives are misaligned."

Democrats have become much more sophisticated over the past decade in understanding how to assess the effectiveness of campaigns, said Yoni Landau, the CEO of Movement Labs, an anti-Trump operation that ran dozens of large-scale experiments last year. "The challenge now is about political will," he told me, "whether the people making the decisions--the funders and the organization leaders--want to know whether it worked." To incentivize rigorous studies, which can help address the file-drawer problem, Landau said Movement Labs is launching a program it's calling the Prove It Prize, which will encourage groups to test campaign tactics by offering money for experiments that produce positive results. For now, he said, many of the largest investments aren't tested, and the reluctance to share poor results remains "very prevalent."

When I called around to some of the largest progressive campaign organizations, most of them told me they had done extensive studies on their field programs in 2024, or were in the process of conducting them. Hardly any would share details of what they learned. Jenny Lawson, the executive director of Planned Parenthood Votes, told me the group would not risk sharing "trade secrets with political entities that exist to end Planned Parenthood." An official with another major group plainly acknowledged, on the condition of anonymity, that it feared a loss of donations and was unlikely to publish a study showing poor results. A spokesperson for the Democratic National Committee told me it is conducting its own extensive postelection audit, incorporating "insights from inside the DNC and from external partners in the ecosystem" that the committee will make public in the coming months.

Many progressive groups, including Planned Parenthood, do submit their findings to the Analyst Institute, an organization founded in 2007 that both runs and collects experiments on voter-contact programs. The institute serves as a database for Democratic-aligned groups to share research on campaign tactics--successes as well as failures. But some people told me the party's file-drawer problem extended there too. Christina Coloroso, the Analyst Institute's executive director, told me its officials coach Democratic organizations to not expect huge positive results in presidential-campaign years. She acknowledged that groups can be reluctant to share data even within the Democratic community "when the results don't look great," but she said the institute allows its members to submit research anonymously to allay fears. "It's true that we may not see every single test that exists across the ecosystem, but all the work that we do is to try to get to a critical mass of studies," Coloroso said.

The search for the decisive edge in political campaigns has always been a hunt for novelty. Any new tactic that works doesn't work that well for long. Everybody starts doing it. Voters get tired of--and sometimes quite annoyed at--the calls, the texts, the emails. "The first time that people got direct mail, it was like printing money," recalled Michael Podhorzer, a former political director of the AFL-CIO who has been working on campaigns since the 1970s. "Oh my God. I just got this letter from George McGovern or from Ronald Reagan. I'm going to read it, and I'm going to send a check here."

A generation ago, MoveOn.org helped pioneer the use of email to raise money and drive engagement, Podhorzer said. "Then it's quickly like, Who opens an email?" More recently, the new thing was text messages, which took off in 2020, when Democrats in particular relied more on digital communications--and old-fashioned letter writing. "You just keep finding some way that people aren't expecting to hear about politics, and so they are actually open to it and listen to you. But then it gets completely swamped," Podhorzer said.

Conventional turnout methods--door knocking and phone calls, for example--can still have a big impact in low-turnout races, such as primaries, special elections, and campaigns for local office. But with the parties now spending more than $1 billion on the presidential campaign every four years, they've seen diminishing returns on each individual mobilization tactic. Vote Forward emerged out of a letter-writing experiment conducted during the 2017 special Senate election in Alabama, a deep-red state where the Democrat Doug Jones narrowly defeated Roy Moore, a former judge who had been accused of sexual assault or misconduct by several women. The turnout rate for people who received handwritten messages was three points higher than for those who did not. "That was the holy cow," Radjy said. "This is a tactic that can really, really move the needle."

The impact of the group's letter-writing program has decreased over time, Radjy told me. Vote Forward found that its letters had no effect on the initial group of "surge voters," people who had participated in at least one major election since 2016. But the organization was able to expand its program to additional groups, mainly newly registered voters. Among these groups, the campaign boosted turnout by 0.16 percentage points, enough for Radjy to consider that part of the effort a success, because it was similar to the average effect for all previous measured presidential-election turnout programs.

Vote Forward estimates that it drove an additional 9,000 voters to the polls nationwide. As paltry as that number might seem, it's larger than the total margin of victory in the battle for control of the House during each of the past two elections. The letter-writing program is also relatively inexpensive, costing about $175,000 for printing and stamps as part of a total Vote Forward budget of around $3.4 million. The group has concluded that although it will still use the tactic in small campaigns, it likely will not do so in the same way in 2028.

Democrats can take some solace in the fact that the nation's rightward shift last year was much smaller in the states where they campaigned most aggressively. That suggests that the hundreds of millions of dollars they poured into advertising and voter-turnout efforts did make a difference. And even the best ground game cannot overcome a flawed candidate or message.

But the party's defeat is accelerating a broader questioning of its organizing and ability to connect with the millions of voters who are up for grabs in presidential-election years. "Democrats have much bigger problems on their hands than what they're doing on the doors at the end of the election," said Billy Wimsatt, the founder of the progressive Movement Voter Project, a clearinghouse for donors to Democratic groups. He said the party needs to learn from the success of the well-funded MAGA movement, which he calls a "vertically integrated meta church" that, "feels like one big purpose-driven team," even with all its faults. "Their billionaires are savvier than our billionaires," Wimsatt told me, "and they're more interested in winning."

Wimsatt is one of many Democrats who believe that the party needs to invest in much deeper engagement with voters--outreach that must start long before an election. So does Radjy: "We need to be talking to people earlier," she said. "We need to be talking to people in a more curious and reciprocal way." But first comes honesty about what went wrong in 2024. Democrats will appreciate it. They might even demand it. "Even candor that is not rosy," Radjy told me, "is more appealing than rosy bullshit."
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Inside America's Death Chambers

What years of witnessing executions taught me about sin, mercy, and the possibility of redemption

by Elizabeth Bruenig




Lately, I've been having dreams about my own execution. The nightmares mostly unfold in the same way: I am horrified to discover that I've committed a murder--the victim is never anyone I know but always has a face I've seen somewhere before. I cower in fear of detection, and wonder desperately if I should turn myself in to end the suspense. I am caught and convicted and sentenced to death. And then I'm inside an execution chamber like the ones I've seen many times, straining against the straps on a gurney, needles in both arms. I beg the executioner not to kill me. I tell him my children will be devastated--and somehow I know they're watching from behind a window that looks like a mirror. I feel the burn of poison in my veins. After that comes emptiness.

Maybe everyone dreams of dying, even if not in quite this way. I once had nightmares about being a victim of crime, but after I began witnessing executions, I came to imagine myself on some subconscious plane as the perpetrator instead. This is perhaps a result of overidentification with the men I've watched die--and my understanding of the Christian religion, in which we're all convicted sinners. I'm particularly interested in forgiveness and mercy, some of my faith's most stringent dictates. If those forms of compassion are possible for murderers, then they're possible for everyone.



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



These questions, combined with a murder that tore into my own family, inspired me, several years ago, to volunteer to witness an execution--one of 13 carried out at the federal penitentiary in Terre Haute, Indiana, during the final six months of Donald Trump's first term. Most of the 23 states that still have an active death penalty allow a certain number of journalists to witness executions, as does the federal government. I sent an application to the appropriate federal office and, somewhat to my surprise, it was approved.

I had been trying to compose my thoughts about the death penalty for a while, distilling them into scraps and stubs of writing, but the only certainty I had going into the Indiana death chamber in December 2020 was the simple sense that it's generally wrong to kill people, even bad people. What I witnessed on this occasion and the ones that came after has not changed my conviction that capital punishment must end. But in sometimes-unexpected ways, it has changed my understanding of why.

Capital punishment operates according to an emotional logic. Vengeance is elemental. Injustice cries out for redress. Murder is the most horrifying of crimes, and it seems only fitting to pair it with the most horrifying of punishments. All of this made sense to me when I was growing up in Texas, and so I wondered as I approached Terre Haute if some primal part of me would feel satisfaction: Recompense had been made.

The case of Alfred Bourgeois was the kind that advocates like to cite as justification for the death penalty. Bourgeois was a deeply unsympathetic figure--convicted in 2004 of the torture and murder of his toddler daughter, Ja'karenn Gunter, at the naval air station in Corpus Christi, Texas. Prosecutors said he had bashed the girl's head against the inside of his truck after a prolonged period of abuse and neglect. The case was federal because the murder had been committed on a military base, and now the government was about to execute Bourgeois by lethal injection.

In my memory, everything about that night is green: the neat turf surrounding the penitentiary's media center, glistening in the rain. The paint on the window frames inside the witness room. The cat eyes of Alfred Bourgeois himself. I was green, too: nervous in my seat in front of the windows that gave onto the execution chamber, sweat beading along my hairline as I breathed hot air against my face behind a pandemic-era mask. Static crackled when Bourgeois spoke his last words into a microphone that had been lowered over him. He protested his innocence, a claim his elder daughter has posthumously pursued with limited success.

And then the prison authorities started the injection. I didn't expect Bourgeois to thrash on the gurney as he died, but he did. Lethal injection is advertised as easy. His death was not.

Killing Bourgeois was ostensibly about justice, or at least about vengeance. But as for any visceral sense of satisfaction, I felt none: Outside in the rain afterward, I threw up on the concrete. I found the spectacle as unnatural and disturbing as the murder itself had been.

I published an article about the experience, hoping, perhaps naively, that a straightforward account might encourage some people, somewhere, to pause for a moment and think about capital punishment. For the same reason, I also decided to try to serve as a witness on future occasions. I drew a grid on the chalkboard wall of my kitchen, with room for names and dates, so that I could keep track of death-penalty cases and scheduled executions as I learned of them.

I knew this meant I was effectively siding with killers, even if only on a single issue--whether they should be put to death. Morally, that made me nervous. I wanted to be on the exact right side of things: opposed to capital punishment for principled reasons involving the dignity of human life, but at the same time opposed to defending murderers in any way that might seem to downplay the seriousness of their crimes. It felt like a precarious position.

Elizabeth Bruenig: Can America kill its prisoners kindly?

The next execution I observed was the result of another particularly heinous murder, this one in Mississippi. In 2009, Kim Cox, the estranged wife of a man named David Neal Cox, reported her husband to authorities for allegedly molesting her preteen daughter, Lindsey. Cox was taken into custody and faced charges of sexual battery and child abuse. Nine months later, he was released on bond. He found Kim and Lindsey at Kim's sister's trailer, where he took mother and daughter hostage. During an approximately eight-hour standoff with police, Cox shot Kim twice with a .40-caliber handgun. As she lay dying, he sexually assaulted Lindsey. Kim died before a SWAT team stormed the trailer and rescued her daughter. Cox pleaded guilty to all charges.

In September 2012, a Mississippi jury sentenced him to death. By 2018, Cox had begun to send letters to the Mississippi Supreme Court, asking that his lawyers be fired. He also wanted to waive further appeals: "I seek to be executed as I do here this day stand on MS Death row a guilty man worthy of death." He said he deserved to die and passionately testified to his depravity, writing to the court, "If I had my perfect way & will about it, Id ever so gladly dig my dead sarkastic wife up of in whom I very happily & premeditatedly slaughtered on 5-14-2010 & with eager pleasure kill the fat heathern hore agan." He saw himself as divided between two "skins," one that sought "life & relief" and one that sought "death & relief, still." In 2021, the death-seeking skin prevailed in the courts.

I volunteered to serve as a witness at Cox's execution, traveling to the Mississippi State Penitentiary, known as Parchman Farm, in the low plains of the Delta. It was fall, but the season hadn't yet touched the Deep South; there were still sleepless crickets in the evenings, and grand trees in summer dress. Prison officials directed witnesses into white vans, which took us along back roads to the execution chamber.




Cox uttered his last words, declaring in a short speech that he "was a good man, at one time." In the moment, I didn't know what to make of that statement, and truthfully I still don't. Did he mean to say that he was irredeemable--that the path from good to evil ran only one way? Or did he mean the opposite? And which would be the stranger thing to say in his position? In the dim witness room, I transcribed his words. As for the execution, this time I was prepared. It didn't turn my stomach when Cox's face subtly changed color on the gurney, from pale to flushed, as the poison ravaged his body.

Elizabeth Bruenig: A good man, at one time

Afterward, Burl Cain, the commissioner of the Mississippi Department of Corrections, held a press conference. Cain emphasized that the process had been smooth, in part owing to his own relationship with Cox, which he characterized as congenial. Cox, in his final words, had thanked Cain for his kindness. Cain said he had comforted Cox in the chamber by telling him about angels carrying his soul to heaven. A reporter asked him if he believed that Cox was truly Christian. Cain quoted Matthew: "Judge not lest you be judged."

Of course, capital punishment as an institution relies on judgment at every level: judgment about guilt, about fairness, about proportion, about pain and cruelty, about the possibility of redemption. Judgment about how to carry out a death sentence and how to behave as one does so. And then there is the judgment that must be directed at oneself and one's community--the distant, sometimes-forgotten participants. In all of this, I see the arc of my own evolving comprehension.

Read: Inside America's death chambers

In 1764, the Italian philosopher Cesare Beccaria published his essay "On Crimes and Punishments," one of the first sustained arguments for abolition of the death penalty, which at the time was meted out as a punishment not only for murder but for crimes such as manslaughter, arson, robbery, burglary, sodomy, bestiality, forgery, and witchcraft. Beccaria reasoned that governments have no authority to violate the rights of their citizens by taking their life and that the death penalty was a less effective deterrent than imprisonment. Beccaria's work was widely influential in the American colonies. By 1860, no northern state executed criminals for any crimes other than murder and treason.

Conditions in the South were different. In the mid-19th century, one could be executed in Louisiana for a variety of activities that might spread discontent among free or enslaved Black people: making a speech, displaying a sign, printing and distributing materials, even having a private conversation. "Throughout the South attempted rape was a capital crime, but only if the defendant was black and the victim white," the historian Stuart Banner observes in his 2002 book, The Death Penalty. (There is no known record of a white rapist ever being hanged in the antebellum South.) Enslaved people were subject to a wide array of capital sentences and to exceedingly brutal forms of execution. American capital punishment took on an undeniably racist character.

Over time, the range of permissible execution methods narrowed. Public hangings largely fell out of favor in the 19th century, when the spectacle of executions came to be seen as not only coarse but coarsening. Firing squads, bloody and brutal, became exceedingly rare by the mid-20th century. Executions withdrew behind prison walls as electrocution came into fashion, beginning in the late 1800s. The electric chair was used thousands of times, despite its tendency to produce horrifying unintended outcomes, such as prisoners catching on fire. Execution by lethal gas became available in 1921, but gas, too, resulted in agonizing deaths.

In the late 1960s, the NAACP's Legal Defense and Educational Fund launched a nationwide campaign to challenge the death penalty not on strictly moral grounds but on a variety of legal ones, including the Eighth Amendment's prohibition against cruel and unusual punishment. Then, in 1972, the U.S. Supreme Court took up three death-penalty cases under the name Furman v. Georgia. Lawyers for William Henry Furman, who had been convicted of felony murder, argued that capital punishment as practiced in America--arbitrarily, and with intense racial bias--violated defendants' Eighth Amendment protections because it imposed death sentences unfairly. The case split the Court in nine directions, with five justices issuing separate opinions in favor of the petitioner. Of those five, only two found capital punishment unconstitutional per se. The other three found that it was unconstitutional as practiced. One result of Furman was a brief moratorium on executions across the United States.

It was a hinge moment. As the death-penalty scholar Austin Sarat has noted, the "old abolitionism," where opponents of the death penalty made their case in moral terms--mounting arguments about human worth and dignity--was giving way to a "new abolitionism," where opponents instead focused their messaging on practical barriers to the just and humane application of capital punishment. These contemporary arguments involve factual observations about the death penalty as practiced--namely, that innocent people may be executed, that sentencing is arbitrary, that the handing-down of death sentences is heavily influenced by racism, and that the use of capital punishment is marked by horrific mishaps.

Executions resumed in 1977 after revisions to state laws. That same year, spurred by the grisly failures of electrocution, Oklahoma passed a bill permitting death by lethal injection, a form of execution that Ronald Reagan once analogized to having a veterinarian put an animal to sleep. Lethal injection was eventually adopted in every state that has the death penalty. It, too, has been the subject of much-publicized failures, as well as fierce litigation.

I learned firsthand about what could go wrong in the summer of 2022, when I received a call from a doctor who works with prisoners on Alabama's death row. The doctor, Joel Zivot, told me that the state had likely botched the execution of a man named Joe Nathan James Jr.--sentenced to death for murdering Faith Hall, his ex-girlfriend, in 1994--and was keeping the matter secret. Witnesses to the execution reported that they had waited roughly three hours before they were permitted inside the facility, during which time James's whereabouts were unknown, and that when the curtain to the execution chamber was finally opened, James appeared unconscious. The case drew my attention for another reason: Hall's family, including her two daughters, had been opposed to the execution, saying that Hall believed in forgiveness and wouldn't have wanted James put to death. I was struck by the advocacy of a victim's family, which I wrongly assumed to have been very rare.

Time was short. James had been dead for a couple of days, and burial was imminent. The official autopsy report issued by the state's Department of Forensic Sciences would not be available for months. With the help of James's attorney and James's brother Hakim, Zivot and I arranged for an independent pathologist to conduct a second autopsy to help clarify how James's death had actually occurred.

The procedure took place at a funeral home in Birmingham on a seethingly hot day. Light shimmered above the pavement. Inside, box fans ventilated the small tiled room where James's body lay on an examination table, draped in a shroud and a plastic sheet. When I arrived, his torso was already open, slit down the middle, with coils of intestines gathered alongside him. The top of his skull had been sawed off; his brain had been removed and sat in a clear bag. The pathologist lifted up the lungs to weigh them. I rounded the table to look at James's inner arms.

Zivot had been onto something: Rather than cleanly inserting the two needles required for the injection, executioners appeared to have pierced James's hands and arms all over in search of a usable vein. Bruises had bloomed near the puncture sites. Just below his bicep, there were slashes consistent with an attempted "cutdown," when a blade is used to open the skin in order to access a vein. The number of slashes suggested multiple attempts. Mark Edgar, a pathologist at the Mayo Clinic in Jacksonville, Florida, theorized that James had been thrashing on the gurney. (The Alabama Department of Corrections has denied that execution staff administered a cutdown.)

Something about the image--the blood, the nakedness, the evidence of pain--reminded me of giving birth, of the organic intensity that marks both ends of life.

I remembered Burl Cain, the corrections commissioner in Mississippi, saying he'd thought of the victims when David Neal Cox asked on the gurney if he would feel any pain. Cox, after all, had been ruthlessly indifferent to the pain of his victims. A great number of people come to the same conclusion--that to care about death-row prisoners is to slight the people they killed. But Cain made another observation: He couldn't help the victim of this murder or her family; he could, however, help the prisoner in his custody. For that reason, he had comforted Cox. A similar desire to help, and the fact that the family of James's victim had publicly forgiven her killer and campaigned to halt his execution, made me more comfortable with the sympathy I felt for him. I took pictures of his cuts and bruises and, in a small office at the mortuary, prayed for the repose of his soul.

Later, I wrote about James's death, laying into Alabama state authorities for the evidently torturous execution and the attempt to cover it up. What had happened mattered. James was a human being, I meant to say, and, moreover, a member of society. It was around that time, the graphic encounter with James still fresh, that I started to dream of dying by lethal injection.

Joe Nathan James Jr., David Neal Cox, and Alfred Bourgeois were men I had never known personally. The experience of confronting their deaths was vivid, but also, on some level, remote. But that began to change.

To tell the full story of what had happened to James required reaching out to other men on Alabama's death row. I had no idea what to expect, and was wary. The exchanges were initially terse, but in time became more familiar. I came to appreciate the personalities of the men, their relationships with one another, their complex interior worlds. Some were laconic and businesslike; others were friendly and conversational. I enjoyed talking with them--not just about the specific subject at hand but also about their life inside prison: candy bars from the commissary, visits from members of a local church, vigils for the dying.




The next prisoner scheduled to be executed in Alabama in 2022 was a man named Alan Eugene Miller, who on a summer day in 1999 had shot and killed two co-workers and a former supervisor. The other men on death row called him Big Miller on account of his 350-pound build. Charles Scott, a psychiatrist retained by Miller's trial counsel, had concluded that Miller was delusional during his rampage. Another psychiatrist, this one for the prosecution, believed that Miller had suffered from a schizoid personality disorder at the time of the murders. Mental illness is extremely common among prisoners on death row, but the Supreme Court has never ruled that it disqualifies a person from capital punishment. Miller had a tendency to speak at length without much direction, to others as well as to himself. One acquaintance described him as "childlike."

At first I mainly interacted with Miller through lawyers, friends, and family. Miller himself called me after the article about James was published. He was nervous but polite, with a high, reedy voice. His execution date had been set, and he wanted someone there to document what was going to happen to him. The Alabama Department of Corrections had not replied to requests I'd made about serving as a media witness to executions, and I did not entertain much hope that it ever would. But there was another way in. Each condemned prisoner is entitled to six "personal witnesses," and Miller made me one of his.

On the night of September 22, 2022, I gathered with Miller's family to count down the hours until midnight--after which Miller's death warrant would legally expire. It was the first occasion I'd had to observe how a family experiences a loved one's execution.

Miller's family members were down-to-earth, genuine people. I had expected that they would be somber--and they were--but they also displayed a kind of gallows humor. Given the circumstances, any questions I had were ill-timed, but the family put me at ease and answered them. We were sharing something intimate: this preemptive mourning, this encounter with death.

But not long after we'd all moved into the witness chamber, a prison guard ushered us out, saying that the execution had been abruptly called off. As midnight approached, the state still wasn't ready to proceed. Delays had been caused by Miller's final appeals and also by technical failures in the chamber: Miller later said that he had been strapped down and pierced multiple times with needles as execution staff tried to access his veins. It would take Alabama time to secure another death warrant from the courts, and so for now, Miller would be spared.

Shortly afterward, I spoke with Kenneth Eugene Smith, the next man scheduled for execution in Alabama. One of Smith's friends in prison had put us in touch. Right away, Smith was warm and courteous--surprisingly so, considering his situation. Pressure reveals character, and as Smith's personality fell into relief, I concluded that whatever else he had been, he was also an amiable southern grandpa who reminded me of men I'd known in my childhood in Texas. Talking with him came easily. We connected over conversations about religion, our children, fantasy books and movies, his life on the inside. Eventually I came to think of him as a friend. His execution was scheduled for November.

Smith's case was complicated. In 1988, Charles Sennett, an Alabama pastor, had resolved to have his wife, Elizabeth, murdered. He was involved in an affair and deeply in debt, so he took out a large insurance policy on his wife and began inquiring around town about paying for a hit. Smith agreed to take the job along with his friend John Forrest Parker. One March day, the two drove to the Sennetts' home in the country, where they entered and found Elizabeth.

According to the coroner's testimony, Elizabeth died of multiple stab wounds. The exact circumstances are hard to reconstruct. Smith would later insist that Parker had started battering Elizabeth, first with his fists, then with a cane--anything he could get his hands on. (Parker confessed to beating the minister's wife, but claimed that he never stabbed her.) While Parker attacked Elizabeth, Smith ransacked the house and stole a VCR. The last time he laid eyes on her, he told police, Elizabeth was lying near the fireplace with a blanket over her body. Smith and Parker fled in Parker's car.

Charles Sennett killed himself before he could be charged in his wife's death. In 1989, Parker and Smith were convicted of capital murder. Smith appealed his death sentence, and in 1996, a jury handed down a sentence of life imprisonment instead. But a judge condemned Smith to death anyway--a maneuver known as judicial override, which would eventually be outlawed in Alabama. Existing sentences, however, were allowed to stand.

Parker had been executed in 2010, and Smith's execution was now coming up. I offered to serve as a personal witness, and Smith accepted. On November 17, 2022, I spent the evening with one of Smith's lawyers in his hotel room, relaying information as I learned it to Smith's wife, Deanna "Dee" Smith, who was staying at another hotel nearby. Smith's final appeal had been denied. All of us were waiting for the summons to the witness chamber. But the summons never came: The execution staff once again faced a midnight deadline and couldn't beat the clock. The execution was called off. I relayed the news to Dee. That night, after Smith had been returned to his cell, I spoke with him and Dee on a conference call. Smith was in shock. He explained that he had been strapped down and ineffectually stuck with needles--much, I imagined, as Miller and apparently James had been. The execution staff had also jammed a long needle underneath his collarbone, looking for a subclavian vein. On the call, Dee recounted how Smith had dreamed earlier that morning of surviving his execution, marveling at what had occurred.

After Alabama failed to execute Smith in time, Kay Ivey, the governor, instituted a moratorium on executions for a few months so the state could review its procedures and protocols. (The results of the review were never made public.) When the moratorium was lifted and their second execution dates were scheduled, Smith and Miller again asked me to join them as they faced death, this time from suffocation by means of nitrogen hypoxia--according to experts, a form of killing never before used as a method of execution. Smith would die on January 25, 2024, and Miller on September 26.

I understand why people who favor the death penalty--more than 50 percent of all Americans--feel the way they do. Murder is an offense not just against a person and their family but against society itself, and all of us have a stake in how the state responds. Some people favor a lethal brand of justice, and I would have assumed, before murder entered my own life, that almost anyone directly affected by homicide would feel the same.

On a warm June afternoon in 2016, I was asleep in bed with our newborn daughter when my husband, Matt, came into the room to tell me that his 29-year-old sister, Heather, was dead. She had been stabbed to death so brutally that the first responders at the scene initially believed she had sustained a gunshot wound. The killer, a 25-year-old man named Javier Vazquez-Martinez, with whom she had been romantically involved, was apprehended after a police chase across Arlington, Texas. According to incident reports, he was intoxicated and in possession of drugs, an open container of hard liquor, and a knife. When interviewed by law enforcement, he denied ever assaulting Heather, but witnesses told police that Vazquez-Martinez had beaten her so severely in the past few weeks that she had been hospitalized. That's the part that my father-in-law, Marty, often thinks about.

Marty is a retired forklift driver who still lives in Arlington, where Heather, Matt, and I all grew up. "Heather was a great daughter," Marty told me. "She cared about everyone." She was vivacious and beautiful, played basketball, and maxed out her library card every time she visited. Marty and Matt are quiet and reserved; Heather's sociability made for a contrast. I remember meeting her: She was full of questions and seemed pleased that her shy younger brother had turned up with a girlfriend. Heather was murdered on Father's Day, and Marty knew something was wrong when she didn't call.

After the police notified him of her death, Marty was put in touch with a victims' advocate, who would help shepherd him through the criminal-justice process. Eventually he was summoned to a meeting with a local district attorney in Fort Worth. Despite a lifetime in Texas, where capital punishment has broad support, Marty didn't go into the meeting with a plan to campaign for the death penalty. "I know Heather wouldn't have wanted it," he explained to me. "I have Christian values and beliefs, though they wander from time to time." He went on, "I just don't think it's the right thing to do. I don't think it helps anybody." Vazquez-Martinez was sentenced to 40 years in prison.

Like his father, my husband remains heartbroken by Heather's death. It has been bittersweet watching her features blossom on our daughter's face. Matt knows that the death penalty may serve an expressive purpose--signaling the depth of outrage and pain--but he ultimately holds to the same view of capital punishment that his father has in Heather's case.

Families of murder victims routinely perform exceptional feats of mercy, if not forgiveness. "We're pretty forgiving people, but I haven't forgiven him," Marty told me. Forgiveness is an emotional process that involves coming to see a wrongdoer as a moral equal again, and inviting them back into the place reserved in your heart for the rest of the world. To forgive someone who has harmed you is to forswear bitter feelings, which is to surrender a certain righteous power--the permission granted by society for retaliation. It is also therefore a kind of sacrifice. Only divinity can demand that of someone; no human being can demand it of another. And the Christian directive is especially exacting, requiring forgiveness for others in order to be forgiven oneself.

But mercy--to refrain from punishing a person to the maximum extent that a transgression might deserve--doesn't demand half as much. It is hard to imagine forgiveness without mercy, but easy to imagine mercy without forgiveness. In his treatise On Clemency, addressed to the emperor he served, the philosopher Seneca describes mercy as "a restraining of the mind from vengeance when it is in its power to avenge itself"--in other words, a "gentleness shown by a powerful man in fixing the punishment of a weaker one." The ruler who shows mercy is "sparing of the blood" of even the lowest of subjects simply because "he is a man." Socially, mercy registers the value of human life. For the benefactor, it is a forge of moral character. For the recipient, it is a godsend.

The age of all-powerful sovereigns is mostly gone, but avenues for public acts of mercy remain. State governors, for instance, frequently opt to commute death sentences based on their evaluation of the circumstances. Legislators in many states have shown mercy to even the worst criminals by voting to end capital punishment. Mercy may be in some sense arbitrary, but so is capital punishment, and although mercy may produce unequal outcomes, unfairness in benefaction is better than the unfairness in harm that defines the American exercise of the death penalty. If one insists on complete and total fairness, then: no mercy, and no capital punishment.

Many people on death row are more worthy of love and respect than one might initially assume, and in such instances, mercy perhaps comes more easily. But choosing mercy is the moral path even in the hardest cases--even if you believe that some people deserve execution, even if you think you can judge the totality of someone's character from their worst act, and even if you know for a fact that the person in question is guilty and unrepentant.

Seneca's reasons for advising clemency are Stoic: It is better to restrain one's impulses than to indulge them, especially when they involve destructive tendencies, such as wrath and cruelty. Self-control is a virtue, and it is possible to educate one's desires so that they gradually change. To default to mercy is to impose limitations on one's own power to retaliate, and to acknowledge our flawed nature. To a Christian, mercy derives from charity. And in the liminal space where families of murder victims are recruited into the judicial process--to either bless or condemn a prosecutor's intentions--showing mercy is an especially heroic decision. To think this way is to understand that the moral dimension of capital punishment is not just about what we do to others. It's also about what we do to ourselves.

Periodically, forgiveness and mercy meet under the right conditions to produce reconciliation. In the spring of 2001, James Edward Barber murdered 75-year-old Dorothy "Dottie" Epps during a drunken crack binge in Harvest, Alabama. He didn't do it for money. He didn't do it for any reason at all. His recollection of the incident was hazy, he testified, but he could recall being inside Epps's house and picking up a hammer. For a time, Barber would later say, he was in "utter disbelief" and denial about what he had done. He fought in county jail, lashing out in shame and anger. He was living, by his own account, a "worthless life."

But Barber slowly began to change. Isolated and restless, he began reading a Bible. And he was taken with it--fell in love with it; read it through once, then twice; and, eventually, signed up for correspondence courses. Barber became a friendly face on death row, much like Kenny Smith. "They were approachable open and willing to engage with anyone on almost any topic," one death-row prisoner wrote to me over Alabama's prison messaging app. "Jimmie always had a self deprecating joke." According to his lawyer, Barber's record inside prison was spotless. But there was something incomplete about his reform.

That changed in 2020, when he opened a letter from Sarah Gregory, Epps's granddaughter, and found forgiveness inside. "I am tired Jimmy," she wrote. "I am tired. I am tired of carrying this pain, hate, and rage in my heart. I can't do it anymore. I have to do this and truly forgive you." Barber was astonished--brought to his knees. He composed a letter of his own: "Sarah, sorry could never come close to what is in my heart & soul." He went on: "I made a promise to myself in that nasty, dirty, evil county jail, I was never going to become 'a convict.' I made up my mind that when I left prison either on my feet or in a body bag I was going to be a better man than when I arrived."

Elizabeth Bruenig: What it means to forgive the unforgivable

Gregory wrote back: "Receiving your letter was the final piece of freedom. The weight was lifted when I forgave you in my heart, but your response back brought me indescribable freedom and release." The two began talking on the phone about life and God and Gregory's son. Her forgiveness seemed to bind them together. "I love that girl more than I love anybody else in this world," Barber told me.

As Barber's time dwindled, Gregory realized she didn't want to see him put to death. The day before his scheduled execution, Gregory told me that she was "losing a friend tomorrow." She said, "I would've never thought I would've ever said that. He was a friend of mine, and I'm gonna miss him."

On the night of July 21, 2023, I watched Barber die in Alabama's death chamber. Afterward, his lawyers shared his final statement: "I made up my mind early on that mere words could not express my sorrow at what had occurred at my hands. And so I hoped that the way I lived my life would be a testimony to the family of Dorothy Epps and also my family, of the regret and shame I have for what I've done." It wasn't for him to say whether his efforts were successful. But they were enough for Gregory.

Elizabeth Bruenig: Jimi Barber died a forgiven man

Barber was the first person executed after Alabama lifted its temporary moratorium and resumed lethal injections. I had corresponded with him on Alabama's prison messaging app, and his sister-in-law had shown me a letter he'd written to her. He was joyful, kind, and encouraging--and grateful for so much, even in his position. I knew him well enough to feel certain that he was sincere in his remorse and repentance. The death penalty is, to some degree, indiscriminate: Both innocent and guilty people have been sentenced to death. But the death penalty is also morally indiscriminate in an additional way, in that it kills guilty people who may have become good people. By the time execution arrives, the offender may be a completely different person from the one who took a life. We can't know the nature or potential of another's soul.




Today, 27 states have abolished the death penalty or have halted executions by executive action. According to the NAACP's Legal Defense and Educational Fund, as of last summer, 2,213 people resided on America's death rows, compared with 3,682 people in 2000. In each year during the past decade, fewer than 50 death sentences have been handed down by American courts. The Justice Department declared a moratorium on federal executions after Joe Biden took office, in 2021, and before leaving office, Biden commuted the death sentences of 37 of the 40 men awaiting execution in federal prisons. "It's not an irreversible momentum," Austin Sarat, the death-penalty scholar, told me, "but I think the momentum against the death penalty is pretty substantial."

Yet for now, in the United States, the death penalty continues. Donald Trump has signed an executive order directing federal prosecutors to pursue the death penalty in all applicable cases. South Carolina recently carried out the nation's first firing-squad execution in 15 years, and Louisiana resumed executions after a long hiatus--this time by nitrogen hypoxia. Perhaps worried about the continued practical feasibility of lethal injection, Oklahoma and Mississippi have also made execution by nitrogen hypoxia statutorily available within their borders. It would be quick and painless, proponents said. Just like going to sleep.

Kenny Smith, who had survived his first attempted execution, would be the first person ever to be put to death by means of nitrogen hypoxia. I arrived at the William C. Holman Correctional Facility a little after eight on the morning of January 24, 2024, the day before his rescheduled execution. I was accompanied by his wife, Dee, and his nieces and nephew. We passed through a metal detector and handed over our IDs, wallets, and keys to a guard stationed outside the visitation room.

Elizabeth Bruenig: Why does Alabama keep botching executions?

Despite having gotten to know Smith for nearly a year and a half, I had never met him in person. I was surprised to see how tall and broad he was, an imposing presence softened by a graying beard and an avuncular demeanor. "C'mere, Little Bit," he said, breaking into a smile as he rose from the table where he sat. "Gimme a hug." The nickname was new; Smith had called me "ma'am" the first time we spoke and "hun" after that.

Smith and I sat down at the plastic-topped table where he huddled with his son Steven Tiggleman, his daughter-in-law Chandon Tiggleman, and his mother, Linda Smith. Dee leaned toward Smith across the table and murmured to him in quiet tones. The scene had the look of a last supper, everyone gathered close with melancholy faces, grieving in advance.

Hours passed. Dee and the others had brought in plastic baggies full of quarters to clink into the vending machines. No outside food was allowed in, so we drank Mountain Dew and Sunkist, and split bags of chips and honey buns and Skittles. Smith leaned against his mother. At one point, a prison worker came in and took pictures of all of us in a group. Smith and I stood together for a photo; he somehow managed a smile. A group of Mennonites came by to sing "Amazing Grace" on the other side of an interior wall. Conversation seemed to proceed in waves of fond reverie that peaked with laughter and then crashed into silence.

As night fell, I joined Smith's family for dinner. We met at a casino a few minutes from the prison. The place was decked out for Mardi Gras--white artificial Christmas trees stuck with floral sprays of gold, green, and purple; masked harlequin puppets draped in multicolored beads. We sat together in the casino's steak house. Rain began to fall as we ate, and continued into the next day. The prison's gutters were flooded and gushing onto the stony pavement as we filed in to visit Smith one last time.

No more quarters were permitted inside, no more snacks and soda. Smith could potentially vomit inside the mask, something the state hoped to avoid by depriving him of food after 10 a.m. on the day he was to die. He'd eaten steak and eggs with hash browns from Waffle House for breakfast that morning, his last meal. Then he sat with us in cheaply upholstered metal chairs and talked.

Everyone took turns crying, holding on to one another for strength. Smith wept in his mother's arms. Steven, a reserved and courteous man, spoke quietly with his father. Smith kissed Dee, massaged her shoulders, reassured her. She wore a shirt that said Never Alone, a gloss on Hebrews 13:5: "Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have, because God has said, 'Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.' " It was the same shirt she had worn to his first scheduled execution, back in 2022. Now it implied a shred of hope.

Smith led me to a couple of chairs side by side in a far corner of the visitation room and sat down with me. I was emotional, too; so much for steely journalistic resolve. Smith patted me on the back paternally and told me I could ask him anything I liked. So I asked him about his life and how he reflected on it. Smith wasn't angry about his situation, or frustrated by the length of time he had spent alienated from society. He'd had a life before he went to prison, he told me. He had done a terrible thing, but he had also worked, had children, found love, and made friends. He had sustained those relationships behind bars, where many people wind up isolated and lonely. Smith had a vivid inner life.

Shortly after this conversation, prison officials struck me from Smith's personal-witness list because I had brought pen and paper, something I had been told I wasn't supposed to have, into the visitation room. Of course, this wasn't strictly about pen and paper--it was about what I had already written and published, although the Alabama Department of Corrections denies this. I was summarily barred from Smith's final moments and would be banned from serving as a personal witness in Alabama going forward. (And so I was unable to attend Alan Eugene Miller's execution, by nitrogen hypoxia, in September.) But the accounts of others allowed me to follow events that night. Around 7 p.m., the U.S. Supreme Court rejected Smith's final appeal, clearing the way for the state to carry out the sentence. The execution staff once again strapped Smith to a gurney, this time with an industrial respirator mask fixed to his face. As his family watched through the window between the death chamber and the witness room, the gas began to flow. Smith's blood oxygen became depleted, his eyes rolled back into his head, and he began to convulse. For 22 minutes, Smith writhed and gasped, struggling for air, and then, finally, he died.

Later that night, at a press conference after the execution, Steven sought out the family of Smith's victim, Elizabeth Sennett. He hugged them, and apologized--something he told me he had been waiting to do nearly his whole life, haunted by the burden of shame that connected their families. One of Sennett's sons, Mike, hugged Steven back. When the reporters and TV crews were gone, Dee, Steven, and his brother, Michael, lingered with me on the patio of a Holiday Inn, smoking cigarettes and sharing shots of whiskey from a Dixie cup. Dee wept, swaying softly as she stood. Inside the hotel, she had clutched a green teddy bear Smith had given her, made from some of his prison-issued clothes, with a lock of his hair sewn inside. Now she looked at her phone as news alerts of her husband's death popped up on the screen.

We stood and talked until midnight, when I said I had better get back to my hotel. I was feeling a little disoriented, fragments of the night's conversations surfacing through the static in my head. I couldn't make sense of the fact that Smith had survived once, only to be put to death in the end. Miracles are mercurial. As the time of execution approached, a reporter had asked Smith what his message to the public would be. "You know, brother, I'd say, 'Leave room for mercy,' " he'd replied. "That just doesn't exist in Alabama. Mercy really doesn't exist in this country when it comes to difficult situations like mine."

He was right about that. Now that he was gone, life after Smith had begun. I would clip the pictures of us together onto the refrigerator with a magnet, next to the school papers and crayon drawings. I would continue to seek opportunities to serve as a witness at executions, though now outside Alabama. I would resolve to greet the next person I met on death row with the kindness that Smith, Miller, Barber, and others had shown to me. And I would erase old names from the grid of capital cases on my kitchen chalkboard, adding new ones to take their place.



This article appears in the July 2025 print edition with the headline "Witness." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Reporter in the Death Chamber

On capital punishment, and <em>The Atlantic'</em>s July 2025 cover story

by Jeffrey Goldberg




On June 22, 2000, Thomas Loden Jr., a 35-year-old Marine recruiter, kidnapped a 16-year-old girl named Leesa Marie Gray from the side of a road in Itawamba County, Mississippi. Loden raped and sexually battered Gray for four hours. Then he strangled her to death. When police found him, they discovered that he had carved the words I'm sorry into his chest.

Loden pleaded guilty to capital murder. I first met him 21 years after the killing, on death row at the Mississippi State Penitentiary, which is better known as Parchman Farm.

Loden told me conspiratorial tales about the murder and spoke mainly in non sequiturs. Unlike some men on death row, who either are honestly transformed or at least put on a convincing performance of penitence, Loden seemed to me to be an unreconstructed killer. But he asked me to read documents about his case, and I agreed. In the year that followed, Loden sent me handwritten letters, some 20 pages in length, that did nothing to aid the cause of exculpation.

When he told me that he was soon scheduled to be executed, I volunteered to be a media witness. I had a specific reason to do so; I wanted to experience firsthand what one of our staff writers, Elizabeth Bruenig, has chosen as her vocation. In my job, I send people to dangerous places, and I try to do so carefully. America's death chambers are worthy of sustained journalistic coverage, but there are hazards involved--not the sort one associates with war reporting, but psychological and spiritual hazards. Witnessing clinical barbarism is not good for one's soul, or one's sleep.

What you will learn when you read Liz's new cover story--among the very best and most important that The Atlantic has ever published--is that she possesses an almost-otherworldly toughness that has allowed her to witness, again and again, the unnatural act of state-sanctioned killing. I cannot do her story justice in a few lines, but I will say that she does not flinch from any of the ugliness of capital punishment, and, crucially, she does not flinch from the appalling crimes committed by so many of the men on death row.

From the July 2025 issue: Elizabeth Bruenig on sin and redemption in America's death chambers

Liz's motivations for pursuing this specific journalistic practice are several: Like many writers, she's drawn to outsiders, victims, and life's losers. She's drawn to this work because she sees injustice and has a pen. And she pursues these stories because, she told me, Jesus said, "I was in prison and you visited me."

The state of Alabama has banned Liz from its prisons; her reporting has repeatedly embarrassed its corrections department. But she is continuing her work in other states, and on the federal government's death row.

I support her in her pursuit, but I worry. I've seen people die in horrible ways--in terrorist attacks and minefields and artillery strikes. Watching Thomas Loden die because the state of Mississippi injected him with lethal chemicals was a very different thing--coldly medieval and arrogant. My sympathy is with the family of Leesa Marie Gray, but Loden's killing was a reminder that humans have a great capacity for vengeance. It was also a reminder that our continued use of the death penalty places the United States in a category that includes such countries as Iran, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, and China. No democracy should be in this club.

Jeffrey Goldberg: Rehabilitation and reform in Angola penitentiary

For understandable reasons, people turn away from the subject of capital punishment. But Liz has done a remarkable thing here--she has written a propulsive narrative about redemption and sin and invested her story with humanity and grace. I've told her that she should stop witnessing executions whenever she feels it is enough. But she remains committed to bearing witness, for all of us.



This editor's note appears in the July 2025 print edition.
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Where Is Barack Obama?

The "audacity of hope" presidency has given way to the fierce lethargy of semi-retirement.

by Mark Leibovich




Last month, while Donald Trump was in the Middle East being gifted a $400 million luxury jet from Qatar, Barack Obama headed off on his own foreign excursion: a trip to Norway, in a much smaller and more tasteful jet, to visit the summer estate of his old friend King Harald V. Together, they would savor the genteel glories of Bygdoyveien in May. They chewed over global affairs and the freshest local salmon, which had been smoked on the premises and seasoned with herbs from the royal garden.

Trump has begun his second term with a continuous spree of democracy-shaking, economy-quaking, norm-obliterating action. And Obama, true to form, has remained carefully above it all. He picks his spots, which seldom involve Trump. In March, he celebrated the anniversary of the Affordable Care Act and posted his annual NCAA basketball brackets. In April, he sent out an Easter message and mourned the death of the pope. In May, he welcomed His Holiness Pope Leo XIV ("a fellow Chicagoan") and sent prayers to Joe Biden following his prostate-cancer diagnosis.

No matter how brazen Trump becomes, the most effective communicator in the Democratic Party continues to opt for minimal communication. His "audacity of hope" presidency has given way to the fierce lethargy of semi-retirement.

Obama occasionally dips into politics with brief and unmemorable statements, or sporadic fundraising emails (subject: "Barack Obama wants to meet you. Yes you."). He praised his law-school alma mater, Harvard, for "rejecting an unlawful and ham-handed attempt" by the White House "to stifle academic freedom." He criticized a Republican bill that would threaten health care for millions. He touted a liberal judge who was running for a crucial seat on the Wisconsin Supreme Court. When called upon, he can still deliver a top-notch campaign spiel, donor pitch, convention speech, or eulogy.

Beyond that, Obama pops in with summer and year-end book, music, and film recommendations. He recently highlighted a few articles about AI and retweeted a promotional spot for Air Force Elite: Thunderbirds, a new Netflix documentary from his and Michelle's production company. (Michelle also has a fashion book coming out later this year: "a celebration of confidence, identity, and authenticity," she calls it.) Apparently, Barack is a devoted listener of The Ringer's Bill Simmons Podcast, or so he told Jimmy Kimmel over dinner.

In normal times, no one would deny Obama these diversions. He performed the world's most stressful job for eight years, served his country, made his history, and deserved to kick back and do the usual ex-president things: start a foundation, build a library, make unspeakable amounts of money.

But the inevitable Trump-era counterpoint is that these are not normal times. And Obama's detachment feels jarringly incongruous with the desperation of his longtime admirers--even more so given Trump's assaults on what Obama achieved in office. It would be one thing if Obama had disappeared after leaving the White House, maybe taking up painting like George W. Bush. The problem is that Obama still very much has a public profile--one that screams comfort and nonchalance at a time when so many other Americans are terrified.

"There are many grandmas and Rachel Maddow viewers who have been more vocal in this moment than Barack Obama has," Adam Green, a co-founder of the Progressive Change Institute, told me. "It is heartbreaking," he added, "to see him sacrificing that megaphone when nobody else quite has it."

People who have worked with Obama since he left office say that he is extremely judicious about when he weighs in. "We try to preserve his voice so that when he does speak, it has impact," Eric Schultz, a close adviser to Obama in his post-presidency, told me. "There is a dilution factor that we're very aware of."

"The thing you don't want to do is, you don't want to regularize him," former Attorney General Eric Holder, a close Obama friend and collaborator, told me. When I asked Holder what he meant by "regularize," he explained that there was a danger of turning Obama into just another hack commentator--"Tuesdays With Barack, or something like that," Holder said.

Like many of Obama's confidants, Holder bristles at suggestions that the former president has somehow deserted the Trump opposition. "Should he do more? Everybody can have their opinions," Holder said. "The one thing that always kind of pisses me off is when people say he's not out there, or that he's not doing things, that he's just retired and we never hear from him. If you fucking look, folks, you would see that he's out there."

From the April 2016 issue: The Obama doctrine

Obama's aides also say that he is loath to overshadow the next generation of Democratic leaders. They emphasize that he spends a great deal of time speaking privately with candidates and officials who seek his advice. But unfortunately for Democrats, they have not found their next fresh generational sensation since Obama was elected 17 years ago (Joe Biden obviously doesn't count). Until a new leader emerges, Obama could certainly take on a more vocal role without "regularizing" himself in the lowlands of Trump-era politics.

Obama remains the most popular Democrat alive at a time of historic unpopularity for his party. Unlike Biden, he appears not to have lost a step, or three. Unlike with Bill Clinton, his voice remains strong and his baggage minimal. Unlike both Biden and Clinton, he is relatively young and has a large constituency of Americans who still want to hear from him, including Black Americans, young voters, and other longtime Democratic blocs that gravitated toward Trump in November.

"Should Obama get out and do more? Yes, please," Tracy Sefl, a Democratic media consultant in Chicago, told me. "Help us," she added. "We're sinking over here."

Obama's conspicuous scarcity while Trump inflicts such damage isn't just a bad look. It's a dereliction of the message that he built his career on. When Obama first ran for president in 2008, his former life as a community organizer was central to his message. His campaign was not merely for him, but for civic action itself--the idea of Americans being invested in their own change. Throughout his time in the White House, he emphasized that "citizen" was his most important title. After he left office in 2017, Obama said that he would work to inspire and develop the next cohort of leaders, which is essentially the mission of his foundation. It would seem a contradiction for him to say that he's devoting much of his post-presidency to promoting civic engagement when he himself seems so disengaged.

To some degree, patience with Obama began wearing thin when he was still in office. His approval ratings sagged partway through his second term (before rebounding at the end). The rollout of the Affordable Care Act in 2013 was a fiasco, and the midterm elections of 2014 were a massacre. Obama looked powerless as Republicans in Congress ensured that he would pass no major legislation in his second term and blocked his nomination of Merrick Garland to the Supreme Court.

"Obama, out," the president said in the denouement of his last comedy routine at the White House Correspondents' Dinner, in 2016. In Obama lore, this mic-drop moment would instantly become famous--and prophetic.

After Trump's first victory, Obama tried to reassure supporters that this was merely a setback. "I don't believe in apocalyptic--until the apocalypse comes," he said in an interview with The New Yorker. Insofar as Obama talked about how he imagined his post-presidency, he was inclined to disengage from day-to-day politics. At a press conference in November 2016, Obama said that he planned to "take Michelle on vacation, get some rest, spend time with my girls, and do some writing, do some thinking." He promised to give Trump the chance to do his job "without somebody popping off in every instance."

But in that same press conference, he also allowed that if something arose that raised "core questions about our values and our ideals, and if I think that it's necessary or helpful for me to defend those ideals, then I'll examine it when it comes."

That happened almost immediately. A few days after vowing in his inaugural address to end the "American carnage" that he was inheriting, Trump signed an executive order banning foreign nationals from seven predominantly Muslim countries from entering the United States for 90 days. The so-called Muslim travel ban would quickly be blocked by the courts, but not before sowing chaos at U.S. points of entry. Obama put out a brief statement through a spokesperson ("the president fundamentally disagrees with the notion of discriminating against individuals because of their faith or religion"), and went on vacation.

Trump's early onslaught made clear that Obama's ex-presidency would prove far more complicated than previous ones. And Obama's taste for glamorous settings and famous company--Richard Branson, David Geffen, George Clooney--made for a grating contrast with the turmoil back home. "Just tone it down with the kitesurfing pictures," John Oliver, the host of HBO's Last Week Tonight, said of Obama in an interview with Seth Meyers less than a month after the president left office. "America is on fire," Oliver added. "I know that people accused him of being out of touch with the American people during his presidency. I'm not sure he's ever been more out of touch than he is now."

Oliver's spasm foreshadowed a rolling annoyance that continued as Trump's presidency wore on: that Obama was squandering his power and influence. "Oh, Obama is still tweeting good tweets. That's very nice of him," the anti-Trump writer Drew Magary wrote in a Medium column titled "Where the Hell Is Barack Obama?" in the early days of the coronavirus pandemic. "I'm sick of Obama staying above the fray while that fray is swallowing us whole."

Obama did insert himself in the 2024 election, reportedly taking an aggressive behind-the-scenes role last summer in trying to nudge Biden out of the race. He delivered a showstopper speech at the Democratic National Convention and campaigned several times for Kamala Harris in the fall. But among longtime Obama admirers I've spoken with, frustration with the former president has built since Trump returned to office. While campaigning for Harris last year, Obama framed the stakes of the election in terms of a looming catastrophe. "These aren't ordinary times, and these are not ordinary elections," he said at a campaign stop in Pittsburgh. Yet now that the impact is unfolding in the most pernicious ways, Obama seems to be resuming his ordinary chill and same old bits.

Green, of the Progressive Change Institute, told me that when Obama put out his March Madness picks this year, he texted Schultz, the Obama adviser. "Have I missed him speaking up in other places recently?" Green asked him. "He did not respond to that."   (Schultz confirmed to me that he ignored the message but vowed to be "more responsive to Adam Green's texts in the future.")

Being a former president is inherently tricky: The role is ill-defined, and peripheral by definition. Part of the trickiness is how an ex-president can remain relevant, if he wants to. This is especially so given the current president.

"I don't know that anybody is relevant in the Trump era," Mark Updegrove, a presidential historian and head of the LBJ Foundation, told me. Updegrove, who wrote a book called Second Acts: Presidential Lives and Legacies After the White House, said that Trump has succeeded in creating a reality in which every president who came before is suspect. "All the standard rules of being an ex-president are no longer applicable," he said.

Still, Obama never presented himself as a "standard rules" leader. This was the idea that his political rise was predicated on--that change required bold, against-the-grain thinking and uncomfortable action. Clearly, Obama still views himself this way, or at least still wants to be perceived this way. (A few years ago, he hosted a podcast with Bruce Springsteen called Renegades.)

From the July 1973 issue: The last days of the president

Stepping into the current political melee would not be an easy or comfortable role for Obama. He represents a figure of the past, which seems more and more like the ancient past as the Trump era crushes on. He is a notably long-view guy, who has spent a great deal of time composing a meticulous account of his own narrative. "We're part of a long-running story," Obama said in 2014. "We just try to get our paragraph right." Or thousands of paragraphs, in his case: The first installment of Obama's presidential memoir, A Promised Land, covered 768 pages and 29 hours of audio. No release date has been set for the second volume.

But this might be one of those times for Obama to take a break from the long arc of the moral universe and tend to the immediate crisis. Several Democrats I've spoken with said they wish that Obama would stop worrying so much about the "dilution factor." While Democrats struggle to find their next phenom, Obama could be their interim boss. He could engage regularly, pointing out Trump's latest abuses. He did so earlier this spring, during an onstage conversation at Hamilton College. He was thoughtful, funny, and sounded genuinely aghast, even angry.

He could do these public dialogues much more often, and even make them thematic. Focus on Trump's serial violations of the Constitution one week (recall that Obama once taught constitutional law), the latest instance of Trump's naked corruption the next. Blast out the most scathing lines on social media. Yes, it might trigger Trump, and create more attention than Obama evidently wants. But Trump has shown that ubiquity can be a superpower, just as Biden showed that obscurity can be ruinous. People would notice.

Democrats love nothing more than to hold up Obama as their monument to Republican bad faith. Can you imagine if Obama did this? some Democrat will inevitably say whenever Trump does something tacky, cruel, or blatantly unethical (usually before breakfast). Obama could lean into this hypocrisy--tape recurring five-minute video clips highlighting Trump's latest scurrilous act and title the series "Can You Imagine If I Did This?"

Or another idea--an admittedly far-fetched one. Trump has decreed that a massive military parade be held through the streets of Washington on June 14. This will ostensibly celebrate the Army's 250th anniversary, but it also happens to fall on Trump's 79th birthday. The parade will cost an estimated $45 million, including $16 million in damage to the streets. (Can you imagine if Obama did this?) The spectacle cries out for counterprogramming. Obama could hold his own event, in Washington or somewhere nearby. It would get tons of attention and drive Trump crazy, especially if it draws a bigger crowd. Better yet, make it a parade, or "citizen's march," something that builds momentum as it goes, the former president and community organizer leading on foot. This would be the renegade move.

Few things would fire up Democrats like a head-to-head matchup between Trump and Obama. If nothing else, it would be fun to contemplate while Democrats keep casting about for their long-delayed future. "The party needs new rising stars, and they need the room to figure out how to meet this moment, just like Obama figured out how to meet the moment 20 years ago," Jon Favreau, a co-host of Pod Save America and former director of speechwriting for the 44th president, told me. "Unless, of course, Trump tries to run for a third term, in which case I'll be begging Obama to come out of retirement."
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Sometimes a Parade Is Just a Parade

Not everything the Trump administration does is a threat to democracy.

by Kori Schake




Updated at 10 a.m. ET on June 9, 2025

President Donald Trump has gotten his way and will oversee a military parade in Washington, D.C., this summer on the Army's birthday, which also happens to be his own. Plans call for nearly 7,000 troops to march through the streets as 50 helicopters buzz overhead and tanks chew up the pavement. One option has the president presiding from a viewing stand on Constitution Avenue as the Army's parachute team lands to present him with an American flag.

The prospect of all this martial pomp, scheduled for June 14, has elicited criticism from many quarters. Some of it is fair--this president does not shy away from celebrating himself or flexing executive power, and the parade could be seen as an example of both--but some of it is misguided. Trump has a genius for showmanship, and showcasing the American military can be, and should be, a patriotic celebration.

The president wanted just such a tribute during his first term, after seeing France's impressive Bastille Day celebrations. Then-Secretary of Defense James Mattis reportedly refused, effectively threatening to resign by telling the president to ask his next secretary of defense. Three secretaries of defense later, Trump has gotten enthusiastic agreement from current Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth.

Criticism of the display begins with its price tag, estimated as high as $45 million. The projected outlay comes at a time of draconian budget cuts elsewhere: "Cutting cancer research while wasting money on this? Shameful," Republicans Against Trump posted on X. "Peanuts compared to the value of doing it," Trump replied when asked about the expense. "We have the greatest missiles in the world. We have the greatest submarines in the world. We have the greatest army tanks in the world. We have the greatest weapons in the world. And we're going to celebrate it."

Read: The case for a big, beautiful military parade

Other prominent critics of the Trump administration have expressed concern that the parade's real purpose is to use the military to intimidate the president's critics. The historian Heather Cox Richardson wrote on her Substack, "Trump's aspirations to authoritarianism are showing today in the announcement that there will be a military parade on Trump's 79th birthday." Ron Filipkowski, the editor in chief of the progressive media company MeidasTouch, posted, "The Fuhrer wants a Nuremberg style parade on his birthday." Experts on civil-military relations in the United States also expressed consternation. "Having tanks rolling down streets of the capital doesn't look like something consistent with the tradition of a professional, highly capable military," the scholar Risa Brooks told The New York Times. "It looks instead like a military that is politicized and turning inwardly, focusing on domestic-oriented adversaries instead of external ones." Even the military leadership has been chary. During Trump's first term, then-Joint Chiefs of Staff Vice Chairman Paul Selva reflected that military parades are "what dictators do."

But these critics may well be projecting more general concerns about Trump onto a parade. Not everything the Trump administration does is destructive to democracy--and the French example suggests that dictatorships are not the only governments to hold military displays. The U.S. itself has been known to mount victory parades after successful military campaigns. In today's climate, a military parade could offer an opportunity to counter misperceptions about the armed forces. It could bring Americans closer to service members and juice military recruitment--all of which is sorely needed.

The American military is shrinking, not due to a policy determination about the size of the force needed, but because the services cannot recruit enough Americans to defend the country. In 2022, 77 percent of American youth did not qualify for military service, for reasons that included physical or mental-health problems, misconduct, inaptitude, being overweight, abuse of drugs or alcohol, or being a dependent. Just 9 percent of Americans ages of 16 to 24 (a prime recruitment window) are even interested in signing up. In 2023, only the Marine Corps and Space Force met their recruiting goals; the Army and Navy recruited less than 70 percent of their goals and fell 41,000 recruits short of sustaining their current force. Recruiting picked up dramatically in 2024 but remains cause for concern.

One possible reason for this is that most Americans have little exposure to men and women in uniform. Less than 0.5 percent of Americans are currently serving in the military--and many who do so live, shop, and worship on cordoned military bases. Misperceptions about military service are therefore rife. One is that the U.S. military primarily recruits from minority groups and the poor. In fact, 17 percent of the military comes from the poorest quintile of Americans, as do 12 percent from the richest quintile. The rest of the military is from middle-income families. Those who live near military bases and come from military families are disproportionately represented. The Army's polling indicates that concerns about being injured, killed, or suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder are major impediments to recruitment. Women worry that they will be sexually harassed or assaulted (the known figures on this in the U.S. military are 6.2 percent of women and 0.7 percent of men). Additionally, a Wall Street Journal-NORC poll found that far fewer American adults considered patriotism important in 2023 (23 percent) than did in 1998 (70 percent)--another possible reason that enthusiasm for joining up has dampened.

Read: The all-volunteer force is in crisis

A celebratory parade could be helpful here, and it does not have to set the country on edge. Americans seem comfortable with thanking military men and women for their service, having them pre-board airplanes, applauding them at sporting events, and admiring military-aircraft flybys. None of those practices is suspected of corroding America's democracy or militarizing its society. Surely the nation can bear up under a military parade once every decade or two, especially if the parade serves to reconnect veterans of recent wars, who often--rightly--grumble that the country tends to disown its wars as matters of concern to only those who serve in them.

The risk, of course, is that Trump will use the occasion not to celebrate the troops but to corrode their professionalism by proclaiming them his military and his generals. This is, after all, the president who claimed that Dan Caine, his nominee to become chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, wore a MAGA hat and attested his willingness to kill for Trump, all of which Caine denies. This is also a president known to mix politics with honoring the military, as he did in Michigan, at Arlington National Cemetery, at West Point's commencement, and in a Memorial Day post on Truth Social calling his opponents "scum."

Even so, the commander in chief has a right to engage with the military that Americans elected him to lead. The responsibility of the military--and of the country--is to look past the president's hollow solipsism and embrace the men and women who defend the United States.

Being from a military family or living near a military base has been shown to predispose people toward military service. This suggests that the more exposure people have to the military, the likelier they are to serve in it. A big celebration of the country's armed forces--with static displays on the National Mall afterward, and opportunities for soldiers to mix with civilians--could familiarize civilians with their armed forces and, in doing so, draw talented young Americans to serve.



This article originally stated that 17 percent of the poorest quintile of Americans serve, as do 12 percent of the richest quintile. It has been changed to reflect the fact that 17 percent of the military is drawn from the poorest quintile, and 12 percent from the richest quintile. 

A version of this essay originally appeared on AEIdeas from the American Enterprise Institute.
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Kilmar Abrego Garcia Was Never Coming Back. Then He Did.

His return doesn't mean he can go free. But it does mean the administration has changed course.

by Nick Miroff


Attorney General Pam Bondi speaks at a news conference about Kilmar Abrego Garcia at the Justice Department on Friday. (Julia Demaree Nikhinson / AP)



After insisting again and again that they would not bring Kilmar Abrego Garcia back to the United States, Trump-administration officials flew the 29-year-old Maryland man back from El Salvador today to face a grand-jury criminal indictment in Tennessee.



Abrego Garcia's return doesn't mean he can go free. He now faces federal charges for human trafficking, according to the indictment unsealed today, and the Trump administration will get its opportunity to prove what it has long alleged about Abrego Garcia's membership in the gang MS-13. Even if prosecutors fail to convict him, the government could attempt to deport him to a third country--just not back to El Salvador.



But by bringing him back to the United States, the Trump administration has climbed down from the court-defying pedestal where Vice President J. D. Vance, the adviser Stephen Miller, and Cabinet officials perched for months, claiming that Abrego Garcia's deportation was not, in fact, a mistake, and that he would never be allowed to set foot in the country again. Their obstinacy led to warnings of a constitutional crisis.



Abrego Garcia's wife, a U.S. citizen, sued the government in March after he was deported to his native country in violation of a 2019 court order protecting him from being sent back to face likely harm. U.S. officials initially acknowledged that they'd made an "administrative error," then shrugged and said that the matter was out of their hands.



White House officials remained dug in even as the Supreme Court ordered the administration to facilitate Abrego Garcia's return. "There is no scenario where Abrego Garcia will be in the United States again," Department of Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem testified to lawmakers last month.



Now, by bringing Abrego Garcia back to face criminal charges, the administration can quiet the constitutional concerns about his due-process rights and lay out the evidence it claims to possess showing that he is not a benign sheet-metal worker and devoted father but a gang leader and human trafficker. Attorney General Pam Bondi told reporters that Abrego Garcia "played a significant role in an alien-smuggling ring." The criminal charges, filed in the Middle District of Tennessee, allege that Abrego Garcia participated in a nine-year conspiracy that moved thousands of people to destinations across the United States and totaled more than 100 trips. The indictment also accuses him of gun running and drug smuggling.



According to ABC News, which first reported on Abrego Garcia's return and the trafficking charges, the chief of the criminal division in the U.S. attorney's office in Nashville resigned after the indictment was filed. The attorney, Ben Schrader, declined to comment when I reached out to him this evening.



Senator Chris Van Hollen, who traveled to El Salvador in April and was allowed by the country's authorities to meet with Abrego Garcia, said in a statement that the administration has "finally relented to our demands for compliance with court orders and with the due process rights afforded to everyone in the United States."



"As I have repeatedly said, this is not about the man, it's about his constitutional rights--and the rights of all," Van Hollen said in the statement. "The Administration will now have to make its case in the court of law, as it should have all along."

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

This is the second time in a week that Trump officials have relented on one of the cases in which federal judges ordered the government to bring back a deportee removed from the country without due process. A gay Guatemalan asylum seeker known in court documents as O.C.G., who was wrongly deported to Mexico, was allowed to return and pursue his protection claim on Wednesday. The Trump administration remains defiant elsewhere, however, holding a group of men from Laos, Vietnam, Cuba, and other nations in a shipping container on a U.S. military base in Djibouti while it attempts to deport them to South Sudan.

Simon Sandoval-Moshenberg, an attorney for Abrego Garcia, told me the administration's decision to bring his client back is a sign that "they were playing games with the court all along."

Standard legal procedure would entail filing criminal charges against an alleged perpetrator and convicting them prior to a deportation--not the other way around, as the Trump administration is now attempting, Sandoval-Moshenberg said. "Due process means the chance to defend yourself before you're punished, not after," he said. "This is an abuse of power, not justice. The government should put him on trial, yes--but in front of the same immigration judge who heard his case in 2019, which is the ordinary manner of doing things."



After Abrego Garcia's return, government attorneys told U.S. District Judge Paula Xinis that they intend to file a motion to dismiss the case challenging his unlawful deportation.

Abrego Garcia was stopped for speeding by Tennessee state troopers in December 2022 while driving a Chevy Suburban with nine male passengers, none of whom carried identification, according to the indictment. Abrego Garcia was cited for an expired license, but he was not arrested or charged with a crime, even though troopers flagged the incident as a potential trafficking case.

Abrego Garcia told officers that he'd been sent by his employer to pick up the men for a construction job, and his family has said that he would sometimes drive workers between job sites. They have denied the government's claims that Abrego Garcia was an MS-13 member.



Driving passengers for money wouldn't be a crime unless the government can prove that Abrego Garcia knew he was transporting passengers who were unlawfully present, Andrew Rankin, an immigration attorney in Memphis, told me. Participating in a criminal conspiracy to bring them across the U.S.-Mexico border, as the government alleges, would bring severer penalties.



"What did he know? Did he have actual knowledge? What was the discussion between each person and Abrego?" Rankin said. "And if these people were in violation of the law, the government could offer immunity to testify against him."



The indictment identifies six unnamed co-conspirators and says that Abrego Garcia transported MS-13 gang members on the trips. One of the co-conspirators told investigators that Abrego Garcia "abused some of the female undocumented aliens" and was ordered to stop because it was "bad for business."



Rankin said it was highly unusual for the government to deport someone and then begin building a criminal indictment.



"Now that the government has had to essentially bend the knee to bring Mr. Abrego back, the government is upset, and they can't just let him go," Rankin told me. "They can't just let him out and just let him walk around like he did before."
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Inside the Trump-Musk Breakup

The president tried to give his billionaire benefactor a dignified exit. It didn't work.

by Jonathan Lemire, Ashley Parker, Michael Scherer, Russell Berman




For once, President Donald Trump was trying to be the adult in the room.

Trump and Elon Musk, two billionaires with massive egos and combustible temperaments, had forged an unlikely friendship over the past year, one built on proximity, political expediency, and, yes, a touch of genuine warmth. Relations between the president and his top benefactor had grown somewhat strained in recent weeks, as Trump began to feel that Musk had overstayed his welcome in the West Wing. Musk had suggested privately that he could stay on at the White House, an offer that Trump gently declined, two people familiar with the situation told us. (They, like others we talked with for this story, spoke anonymously in order to share candid details about a sensitive feud.) But Musk was still given a gracious send-off last Friday--complete with a large golden, albeit ceremonial, key--aimed at keeping the mercurial tech baron more friend than foe.

The peace didn't last even a week.

On Tuesday, Musk took to X to attack the Republican spending bill being debated in the Senate, trashing Trump's signature piece of legislation as "a disgusting abomination." Even as the White House tried to downplay any differences, Musk couldn't let go of his grievances--the exclusion of electric-vehicle tax credits from the bill, and Trump's rejection of Musk's pick to run NASA.

Yesterday, the planet's richest man attacked its most powerful. Each took aim at the other from their respective social-media platform, forcing rubberneckers into a madcap toggle between Truth Social and X. Trump deemed his former aide "CRAZY," while Musk went much further, dramatically escalating the feud by calling for Trump's impeachment, suggesting that the president had been part of Jeffrey Epstein's notorious sex-trafficking ring, and--likely worst of all in Trump's mind--taking credit for the president's election in November.

Charlie Warzel: The Super Bowl of internet beefs

For one day, Musk made X great again. The spectacle seemed to subside today, as Trump showed--at least by his standards--some restraint. The president insisted that he was not thinking about Musk and wanted only to pass the reconciliation bill that had featured in the brawl. Musk, meanwhile, has far more to lose: his newfound stardom within the MAGA movement, his personal wealth, and government contracts worth billions to his businesses.

Steve Bannon, the influential Trump adviser who has long been critical of Musk, crowed that the tech billionaire's attacks on Trump were so personal that he won't be forgiven by the MAGA crowd. "Only the fanboys are going to stick with him--he's a man without a country," Bannon told us.

Trump and Musk were inseparable during the transition and in the first months after the inauguration. At times, Musk stayed over in the White House residence, regaling reporters with tales of late-night Haagen-Dazs ice-cream binges (caramel flavor) in the White House kitchen. He grew close to Trump's powerful adviser Stephen Miller and to Miller's wife, Katie, who'd entered the administration as a special government employee alongside Musk; the trio socialized outside of work. (Musk has since unfollowed Stephen Miller on X.) Musk's 5-year-old son, X, became a frequent visitor to the Oval Office and Mar-a-Lago, at times scampering around the tables at Trump's private club.

But friction mounted over time: a West Wing shouting match between Musk and Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent, a heated Cabinet meeting about job cuts, clashes with senior White House staffers. Trump grew angry that Musk was bad-mouthing his tariff plan to CEOs, and was especially incensed when The New York Times reported in March that Musk was scheduled to receive a classified briefing at the Pentagon about China; the president began quietly telling confidants last month that he was getting tired of the Tesla chief. The cuts forced by Musk's Department of Government Efficiency--symbolized by Musk wielding a gold-plated chain saw at the Conservative Political Action Conference--angered even some Republicans, who depended on the government services DOGE was slashing. Trump initially bought into Musk's claim that DOGE would find $2 trillion in cuts, two advisers told us. But the potential savings shrank as the chaos grew, and Trump became disillusioned

"Trump started off as more than enamored, then it faded when it turned out the trillion dollars in DOGE cuts was bullshit," Bannon told us. "Trump was like, Okay."

Musk's 130-day tenure as a special government employee expired late last month. Despite growing disenchanted with Washington, he suggested to the White House that he wanted to stay on, the two advisers told us. Trump declined. A representative for Musk did not respond to requests for comment. "Trump was like, You know, he's been around long enough, but he was not mad, not like, Screw this guy," one of the advisers told us. "It was like, It's probably time to turn the page." The White House built Musk a dignified off-ramp, with aides putting together an exit plan that would allow Musk to leave the team on good terms. White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles had often found herself in the unenviable position of trying to manage Musk--a man Trump privately described as part genius, part child. But in the hours before his departure, Musk was dealt a disappointment over a government job that was very important to SpaceX. Trump had announced Jared Isaacman, an aviation entrepreneur and a Musk ally, as his pick for NASA administrator in early December. But Isaacman faced opposition on Capitol Hill, and the scheduling of his confirmation vote forced the issue last week. Trump, after hearing senators' complaints, asked Sergio Gor, the personnel director who had previously clashed with Musk, for Isaacman's vetting files. The White House was unhappy about the nominee's previous donations to Democrats, a White House official told us, and his nomination was withdrawn.

David A. Graham: Elon Musk goes nuclear

At the same time, Musk took aim at the One Big Beautiful Bill Act that encapsulated the entirety of the Republican legislative agenda. He privately lobbied Trump, Wiles, and House Speaker Mike Johnson to include an EV tax credit and then publicly torched the bill when they didn't, posting on Tuesday to his 220 million X followers: "Shame on those who voted for it: you know you did wrong."

The split has forced Republicans in Congress to choose between a president who demands their loyalty and a billionaire who helped fund their victory last year (and who could finance their opponents' campaigns, if he chooses to). Some rushed to proclaim their neutrality. "I learned a long time ago when I was fighting to stay out of other people's fights," Senator Markwayne Mullin of Oklahoma, a Trump ally, posted yesterday on X. (A former wrestler, Mullin had a brief professional career in mixed martial arts.) Other Republicans assumed the posture of a child begging their warring parents to get along for the sake of the family. Representative Beth Van Duyne began a post on X, "We have the best chance to save America, save the world, and bring lasting prosperity." Then she dropped the politesse: "WE ARE STRONGER TOGETHER!! CEASE FIRE FOR GOD'S SAKE!"

For GOP leaders, the choice seems to be an easy one: They have stuck with Trump, fiercely defending the bill they wrote on his behalf and are rushing to enact before the self-imposed July 4 deadline. After Musk took credit for the party's majorities in Congress as part of his X tirade yesterday, Johnson told reporters that the glory belonged not to Musk, but to the president.

A few House conservatives seized on Musk's complaints about the deficit-busting nature of the bill and suggested that they might reconsider their support if the Senate does not improve the legislation. "He made the biggest mistake in Washington," a Republican strategist who requested anonymity to speak frankly told us. "He told the truth. He is not wrong, even if he is annoying."

But Musk might have overplayed his hand in pivoting from policy to personal attacks on the president. "He hasn't moved a vote," House Majority Leader Steve Scalise told reporters, according to NBC News.

Perhaps realizing that he was destined to lose a fight he'd started, Musk appeared to cool off late yesterday, approvingly quoting social-media posts about stopping the fight and saying that he would not follow through on his threat to decommission SpaceX's Dragon spaceships, which are used to transport NASA astronauts and supplies to and from the International Space Station. He might have 38 billion reasons for seeking detente: That's the number of dollars his companies are believed to receive in government contracts, deals that could be canceled by a vengeful president. Musk spent nearly $300 million supporting Trump and other Republicans in the 2024 presidential election, but slumping Tesla sales worldwide--due, in large part, to anger about his alliance with Trump--are estimated to have cost him well over $100 billion since he took his government post. Tesla stock fell 14 percent the day of Musk's fight with Trump.

As of early this afternoon, Trump had not posted again about the feud. He gave brief interviews to a few reporters in which he insisted that he was not thinking about Musk, though he referred to his once-top aide as "the man who has lost his mind" to ABC News. Trump allies circulated to reporters allegations of Musk's drug use recently aired by The New York Times ("I think the ketamine finally rotted his brain," one told us; Musk has disputed the Times report). White House aides, stung by Musk's eruption yesterday, let it be known that Trump has no intention of speaking with Musk today and that the president plans to sell or give away the Tesla he'd bought back in March as a show of support for Musk. Asked for comment on the breakup, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt did not mention Musk, saying instead that the administration will "continue the important mission of cutting waste, fraud, and abuse from our federal government" and that "the One Big Beautiful Bill is critical to helping accomplish that mission."

Musk typically averages about 100 X posts a day. But through the afternoon today, he's posted only a handful, all promotions of his various businesses. None was about Trump.
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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




This story was updated at 4 p.m. ET on June 5, 2025.

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--a foreshadowing of the breakdown in their relationship that played out across social media today. The president did not express anger toward Hegseth personally, White House officials told us. Yet the Musk briefing 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 from 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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Israel's Least Bad Option Is a Trump Deal With Iran

New rounds of military strikes won't make the region more stable, but a nuclear agreement could.

by Arash Azizi




Updated at 8:20 a.m. ET on June 12, 2025

Having once described Donald Trump as Israel's "greatest friend ever," Benjamin Netanyahu must be watching with some consternation as the American president enthusiastically pursues a nuclear deal with Iran.

After all, the Israeli prime minister made every effort to stop the Obama administration's Iran deal in 2015. Trump exited that deal in 2018, perhaps partially at Netanyahu's urging. And now Trump is pursuing a deal of his own--his administration has even dropped a number of Iran hawks from its ranks, in what one pro-Israel D.C. outlet described as a "purge."

But Israel's leaders shouldn't fear a new Iran nuclear deal. They may even find reasons to welcome it: Among a host of bad options for curbing Iran's nuclear program and pacifying a volatile region, a nuclear agreement between Trump and Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei could be the least bad option for Israel, too.

The need for a solution became more pressing just today, as the United Nations nuclear watchdog's board of governors has found Iran in violation of its nuclear obligations for the first time in 20 years--a possible prelude to the resumption of significant UN sanctions against Iran. American and European officials say that Israel is preparing a military strike against Iran, and the U.S. has moved some of its personnel out of the region in preparation. The Iranian foreign ministry described the UN watchdog report as political and said that it will establish a new enrichment center "in a secure location."

No strike is likely to happen before the next round of talks on Sunday. And both the U.S. and Iran have compelling reasons to want a deal to stick. The Trump administration, stymied in Ukraine and Gaza, could use a foreign-policy win, and the Iranian regime, having lost its regional proxy power, would prefer to avoid military strikes on its nuclear facilities and to see some sanctions lifted. On Thursday, Trump called the Iranians "good negotiators" who were "tough" and said the U.S. was "trying to make a deal so that there's no destruction and death."

Any agreement will require the two sides to reach an accord about whether Iran should maintain a capacity to enrich uranium on its own soil. The U.S., together with Israel, has strongly objected to any such prospect. "WE WILL NOT ALLOW ANY ENRICHMENT OF URANIUM!" Trump wrote on Truth Social on June 2. The Iranians insist on it--and, for their part, are playing a game of reverse psychology: "This Guy Has No Will for a Deal," read a headline in the semiofficial Tehran Times on June 7, referencing Trump.

Steven Witkoff, the Trump administration's top negotiator, has proffered a plan that reportedly suggests outsourcing Iran's uranium enrichment to a regional consortium. The enrichment would be for civilian purposes, and the consortium would include Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and possibly Qatar and Turkey. The idea is to remove the technical capacity from Iranian hands and internationalize the process. Whether this consortium would do its work on Iranian soil or elsewhere, however, is not clear. And as Richard Nephew, an American diplomat who helped negotiate the 2015 nuclear deal, told me, this is the nub of the issue--"centrifuges in Iran"--in relation to which "a consortium is window-dressing."

Read: Trump's real secretary of state

Mostafa Najafi, a Tehran-based expert close to Iran's security establishment, told me that Iran has "seriously studied" Washington's consortium proposal and could accept it only if at least some enrichment were to be done on Iranian soil. One option might be to use Iran's islands in the Persian Gulf for this purpose, he added. These are part of Iran but geographically close to Saudi Arabia and the UAE, and therefore easier to monitor than the mainland.

For Israel, the matter of where the enrichment happens is nonnegotiable. "Israel would be willing to accept the consortium solution only if it is located outside of Iran, a condition that Iran, of course, will not accept," Raz Zimmt, the head of the Iran program at Israel's Institute for National Security Studies, told me. "This is Israel's official stance, and it enjoys near-unanimous support across the Israeli political spectrum." The reasons for this are understandable: Iran's leaders, unlike many of their counterparts in the region, have never embraced a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and instead continue to clamor for the destruction of Israel. Just last month, Khamenei called Israel "a cancerous, dangerous, and deadly tumor that must be removed from the region and it will be." Israeli leaders are worried that a deal with Iran will not go far enough in disabling it from acting on its animus against Israel.

In fact, hard-line Israelis cannot envision a solution to the Iranian nuclear problem that doesn't involve the total dismantlement of its centrifuges and expatriation of its uranium. That's because the means to weaponize are already there. Even those, including Nephew, who advocate for a new deal caution that Iran's enrichment capacity has increased in the seven years since Trump left the 2015 agreement. Iran now has enough enriched uranium that if it sought to weaponize, it could build as many as 10 atomic weapons. Even if it shipped that stockpile elsewhere, the country would still have its advanced centrifuges. With these, experts say, Iran could hold on to just 5 percent of its current stockpile and still be able to enrich enough weapons-grade uranium for a bomb inside of a month, and four bombs' worth in two months.

Given this reality, according to Zimmt, the Israeli government believes that it is running out of time to stop Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons. And to this end, he told me,  "Israel clearly prefers no deal over a bad deal," because without a deal, military strikes become thinkable. Many in Israel see such a confrontation as the best option--even though Iran's nuclear facilities are spread across its territory, and some are buried deep underground, making any military campaign likely to be drawn-out, complicated, and hazardous.

The analysts I spoke with did not see much lasting good coming of such an assault. Nephew noted that the setback to Iran's nuclear program would likely be temporary and said that Israel would be "infinitely better off with a good deal." Gregory Brew, an analyst with the Eurasia Group, pointed out that Iran's regional proxies have been so weakened that Israel is in a particularly strong position at the moment. A negotiated settlement to the nuclear question could allow Israel to build on its advantage by pursuing closer ties to Arab states. This "would be a win for Israeli security and the region as a whole," Brew said.

Back in 2015, the Arab states of the Gulf region were leery of a U.S.-Iran nuclear deal. They had poor relations with Iran and worried that an agreement might exclude their interests. Now those relations have softened, and most of the Gulf states are eager for an arrangement that could cool the region's tempers. Their support for diplomacy should be good news for Israel, which already has diplomatic, trade, and military ties with two Gulf countries (the UAE and Bahrain). The Saudis have conditioned normalization on Israel's allowing for a Palestinian state, but their language is pragmatic--Riyadh's overwhelming interest appears to be in economic development, which regional conflict only undermines.

A nuclear deal that draws in the Gulf states would undoubtedly serve to better integrate Iran into the region's economy. Some in Israel may balk at this idea, preferring to see Iran isolated. But there is a case to be made that giving Iran a stake in regional peace and stability would do more to de-radicalize its foreign policy than caging it has done.

Some in Israel remain skeptical. "I don't believe that Saudi or Emirati participation in the deal carries any real significance," Zimmt said. "It's not something that would reassure Israel, certainly not before normalization with Saudi Arabia, and not even necessarily afterward." Other Israeli critics of Trump and Witkoff chastise them for mistaking the ideologically driven actors of the Middle East for transactional pragmatists like themselves.

Daniel Byman: Trump is making Netanyahu nervous

But leaders and peoples--in Riyadh, Abu Dhabi, Damascus, Beirut--have grown tired of wars around religion and ideology, and many are ready to pursue development instead. This explains why Syria's new leaders have embraced Trump and promised not to fight Israel. Iran is not immune to this new regional mood.

Iranian elites have reason to fear that the failure of talks will bring about devastating military strikes. But they also have reason to hope that the lifting of sanctions, and even a partial opening for the country's beleaguered economy, will be a boon to some of the moneyed interests close to the regime. Najafi told me that Iran already has a shared interest with Arabs in trying to avoid a confrontation between Israel and Iran: "Arabs know that any military action by Israel against Iran could destroy their grand developmental projects in the region," he said. I've talked with Iranian elites for years. Most of them have no interest in Islamism or any other ideology. They send their sons and daughters to study in American and Swiss universities, not to Shiite seminaries in Iraq or Lebanon. Khamenei's zealotry is very unlikely to outlive him in Iran's highest echelons of power.

A diplomatic deal, however flawed, will not only curtail Iran's nuclear program but also put the country on a path defined by its economic and pragmatic interests. A more regionally integrated Iran is likely to be much less belligerent, as it will have relations with the Saudis and Emiratis to maintain. The regime will likely be forced to drop many of its revolutionary pretensions, as it already has toward Saudi Arabia: Iran once considered the kingdom illegitimate, but it now goes out of its way to maintain good ties with Riyadh. Although this might sound unthinkable today, ultimately the regime will have to drop its obsession with Israel as well, for the same pragmatic reason that Arab countries have done in the past.

The alternative to a deal is an extensive military campaign--most likely, a direct war between Iran and Israel--with unpredictable consequences. The notion that such a confrontation would lead to positive political change in Iran is a fantasy. Just as likely, the regime will hunker down under duress, prolonging its hold on power. This is why even the most pro-Israel figures in the Iranian opposition, such as former Crown Prince Reza Pahlavi, oppose military strikes on Iran.

Iran's population harbors very little hostility to Israel. A group of student activists recently tried to organize an anti-Israel rally at the University of Tehran, but only a couple of dozen people joined them, a small fraction of those who have turned out for rallies in Cairo, Amman, or New York City. But a direct war that costs Iranian civilian lives would easily change this.

The future of Iran and Israel does not need to lie in hostility. That's why a deal that keeps Iran from going nuclear and avoids military strikes is the least bad option for everyone.
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No Rational Aid-Distribution System Should Work This Way

The new Gaza relief effort was bound to fail.

by Juliette Kayyem




The Gaza Humanitarian Foundation is presiding over an unmitigated disaster, and everything about the U.S.- and Israel-backed group's failure was entirely predictable. After lifting a blockade on relief supplies to the Gaza Strip, Israeli authorities tapped GHF, which is barely months old, as the principal aid-delivery system for starving Palestinian residents. Since its operations began last week, dozens of civilians have been killed by gunfire while seeking to access the food-distribution centers. At least twice this week, GHF suspended its relief efforts in an attempt to improve security.

Whatever you think of Israel's conduct during its war against Hamas in Gaza, you should understand that its delivery system for aid was doomed to fail. Israeli authorities and GHF had no realistic plan for what the logistics industry calls "the last mile"--the process of getting goods from a distribution center to the customer, so to speak.

GHF was founded in February and is already on its second leader, a Trump-supporting evangelical Christian public-relations executive. Among the firms that Israel engaged to provide security for distribution sites in southern Gaza is Safe Reach Solutions, a firm led by a former CIA official and staffed by former U.S. military and security contractors that was formed only in January. GHF and SRS are both mysterious, controversial entities whose financial backing is unclear.

The organization has defended its work, claiming in a statement yesterday that "almost 8.5 million meals have been delivered so far--without incident." GHF also said it is still scaling up. "Our top priority remains protecting the safety and dignity of those receiving aid," the statement continued, "especially as we continue to serve as the only reliable provider of humanitarian assistance to the people of Gaza."

It's true that established aid agencies that have previously worked in Gaza's difficult conditions are not involved in the current effort. Israel cut ties with the UN Relief and Works Agency amid allegations that some of its staff had been involved with the October 7, 2023, terror attack by Hamas; the UN's World Food Program continues to work there but depleted all of its resources in late April. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has clashed with the International Committee of the Red Cross, which lost two of its personnel in an Israeli bombing in May. (The group's leader has called conditions in Gaza "worse than hell.") World Central Kitchen, which lost seven people in an Israeli strike in Gaza in 2024, closed its soup kitchen in April because it could not deliver food there. With relief agencies either sidelined or unable to deliver resources because of Israel's blockade, Netanyahu then chose, with American backing, the new GHF. But its first leader resigned after a few weeks, citing a lack of "humanitarian principles" in the Gaza relief effort.

Julie Beck: It should not be controversial to plead for Gaza's children

Perhaps to help solve logistical questions--and perhaps to add reputational gloss to its efforts--GHF hired the Boston Consulting Group. But after violence broke out, that company withdrew from the contract. Later that same day, GHF appointed its new executive chairman, Johnnie Moore, who insisted that his agency was "demonstrating that it is possible to move vast quantities of food to people who need it most."

In all cases, an organization delivering goods must optimize distribution routes that align with the community it's delivering to. Israel's lack of trust for experienced relief groups doesn't justify ignoring what those operations learned about moving supplies. Many distribution systems rely on what are known as micro-fulfillment centers--local warehouses, delivery hubs, temporary facilities--to provide goods closer to where the community is. This is why, a few years ago, the COVID-vaccine-distribution efforts that drew so heavily on local doctors and pharmacies were prioritized over larger-scale efforts.

Employing many small distribution sites promotes flexibility; the system can adapt to changes in demand. The GHF has provided only four distribution centers, presumably for security reasons, in all of Gaza, down from the 400 that the UN once managed; many Palestinians must now walk hours to have any hope of picking up a food package. No rational system of distribution, under any circumstances, would work this way. GHF increased the security risk by having fewer, not more, distribution sites.

The organization also seemed unprepared when tens of thousands of people converged on those sites. Forgive the comparison, but American retail stores planning for Black Friday sales have come to understand--in some cases because of past tragedies at a "crush point"--the need for information systems that collect data on where the demand is coming from and that help organizations meet that demand quickly. Surely Israel could have anticipated the sheer desperation of Gaza's Palestinians after it cut off relief efforts for months.

Especially in hard circumstances, how the last mile will work must be clearly explained to those on the receiving end. In large-scale logistics efforts, the mechanics of how delivery will occur--who needs the information, when they need it, and through which communications channels it will be delivered--are all integral parts of the process. Whole systems of real-time tracking, delivery windows, and notifications are there for Israel to use, even against what it perceives as a hostile population. But information about food availability has been scarce by all accounts. Al Jazeera reported that some announcements last Sunday came from speakers mounted on military drones. The shortage of information led to a rush to the limited number of distribution sites.

Business analogies only go so far. An aid site is not a Costco. Palestinian civilians are not retail customers. But perhaps if the Israeli government and its newly chosen relief entity had thought through any of the logistical matters that preoccupy established companies and experienced aid agencies alike, many more Palestinians would be receiving the food aid they badly need, faster and more safely.
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Every Election Is Now Existential

A nationalist's narrow victory in Poland offers a preview of many knife-edge contests to come, all across the democratic world.

by Anne Applebaum




A few days before the Polish presidential election on Sunday, a Polish friend of mine received an unexpected message from someone she had not seen for 20 years. The woman had found my friend on Facebook, noticed that she was supporting the candidacy of Rafal Trzaskowski--the mayor of Warsaw, a liberal centrist--and begged her to change her mind. She asked her to vote instead for Karol Nawrocki, a nationalist historian, former boxer, and veteran of street fights that he describes as "noble battles." She sent my friend a copy of an anonymous appeal that has shown up elsewhere on social media but seems to have been one of many similar warnings spread widely by email. It began like this:

Before you put your ballot in the ballot box, call up your memories. Open your eyes, clear your mind, reach for the truth--not the one on TV, but the one you carry in your heart, the truth acquired from life, from work, from the blood spilled on this land.


Because I am married to the Polish foreign minister, Radek Sikorski, and because he was briefly a presidential candidate in the past, I have read a lot of this kind of thing before (and, of course, hereby make a declaration of interest). Nevertheless, the appeal that my friend received seemed to me a particularly striking, almost paradigmatic invocation of the blood-and-soil nationalism that is now part of Polish politics, American politics, and European politics.

The message listed all of the crimes allegedly committed by a series of Polish center-right and center-left governments, twisting the record and rewriting the history of the past 30 years into a story of trauma and victimization. One statement accused Trzaskowski and his ilk of having "allowed foreigners to rob Poland and humiliate us, forcing young people to emigrate in exchange for bread." In truth, Poland has been a major beneficiary of both foreign investment and European Union funds, has grown consistently for 30 years, and is now one of the fastest-expanding economies in Europe. The level of social spending has grown too.

The appeal did not go into these details. Instead, it warned against impending treason: "Wake up from your lethargy! Look how Poland, your motherland, is being torn apart by external and internal forces. Don't let her be abused, don't let her face be as sad as the soil of a graveyard."

The language used by Trzaskowski's campaign and his supporters was very different. On the day after the election, which he lost, the Warsaw mayor wrote that he had wanted to build a "strong, safe, honest, empathetic Poland. A modern Poland in which everyone will be able to fulfill their goals and aspirations." It was an optimistic message--but also a message that, at least among a large part of the population, could not compete with blood, graveyards, humiliation, and treason. The election was so close that exit polls predicted a narrow win for Trzaskowski on Sunday evening. But by Monday morning, the tiny majority had swung the other way. Nawrocki won with 50.89 percent of the vote, to Trzaskowski's 49.11 percent.

Poland's constitution has some peculiarities, so the impact on policy and politics is not straightforward. The Civic Platform party, to which Trzaskowski belongs, now runs the government as part of a three-party coalition of the center left and center right. The coalition won parliamentary elections in October 2023, following eight years of governments led by the Law and Justice party, which nominated Nawrocki. During its two terms in office, Law and Justice politicized the Polish court system, as well as the civil service and public media; it created a string of taxpayer-funded foundations designed to support the party and enrich some of its members. The current government has been unable to reverse all of these policies because President Andrzej Duda, also aligned with the previous regime, has vetoed or threatened to veto all of the changes.

The election of Nawrocki does not change Polish foreign policy. The Polish prime minister, not the president, will continue to control domestic policy, budgets, and trade. But because the president can veto legislation and pardon criminals, Nawrocki's election probably means that the courts cannot be repaired, and that those who broke the law or stole from the state will not face any consequences. For people who spent the past decade trying to fix Poland's judicial system and protect Polish democracy, this is dispiriting, even devastating, and the same kinds of recriminations and anger that followed the 2024 American presidential election are echoing around Poland this week.

But for anyone fighting creeping authoritarianism anywhere else, there is a larger lesson: The language of blood and soil, which has once again become central to public debate in many democracies, is very powerful. It helps many people explain a complex world. It cannot easily be defeated or dismissed in one electoral cycle. The triumphant election of a centrist coalition in 2023 did not remove it from Polish politics, just as the election of Joe Biden in 2020 did not weaken its power in the U.S.

At the same time, the election of Nawrocki also does not mean, as so many will now be tempted to write, that nationalism in Poland or Europe is "on the rise." In fact, this knife-edge election result in Poland is almost exactly the same as the knife-edge result in the country's presidential election five years ago.

Had Trzaskowski won an additional 0.9 percent of the votes, that would not have spelled final defeat for authoritarian populism. Other narrow victories in other places don't either. When a centrist candidate defeated an authoritarian populist in Romania a few weeks ago, some were trumpeting that as the possible start of a trend. But the same challenge will emerge in Romania during the next election too, and will once again be the defining argument of the campaign.

And that is how all elections will look, for a long time to come. Although many hoped otherwise, we do not seem to be returning to a world in which the center left and the center right compete over tax rates or budgets. Economic and policy arguments just don't matter as much to people right now as these deeper cultural divides. That's why all elections are now existential: Small numbers of voters swinging one way or the next will decide the nature of the state, the future of democracy, the independence of the courts.

Every time we go to the polls, politicians will say that every election matters and every vote counts. They will be right.
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        Good Taste Is More Important Than Ever
        Nitin Nohria

        There's a lesson I once learned from a CEO--a leader admired not just for his strategic acumen but also for his unerring eye for quality. He's renowned for respecting the creative people in his company. Yet he's also unflinching in offering pointed feedback. When asked what guided his input, he said, "I may not be a creative genius, but I've come to trust my taste."That comment stuck with me. I've spent much of my career thinking about leadership. In conversations about what makes any leader succe...

      

      
        A Computer Wrote My Mother's Obituary
        Ian Bogost

        The funeral director said "AI" as if it were a normal element of memorial services, like caskets or flowers. Of all places, I had not expected artificial intelligence to follow me into the small, windowless room of the mortuary. But here it was, ready to assist me in the task of making sense of death.It was already Wednesday, and I'd just learned that I had to write an obituary for my mother by Thursday afternoon if I wanted it to run in Sunday's paper. AI could help me do this. The software woul...

      

      
        Trump's Crypto Playbook Is Now Clear
        Will Gottsegen
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Good Taste Is More Important Than Ever

In a world of limitless AI-generated choices, people need to know how to choose best.

by Nitin Nohria




There's a lesson I once learned from a CEO--a leader admired not just for his strategic acumen but also for his unerring eye for quality. He's renowned for respecting the creative people in his company. Yet he's also unflinching in offering pointed feedback. When asked what guided his input, he said, "I may not be a creative genius, but I've come to trust my taste."

That comment stuck with me. I've spent much of my career thinking about leadership. In conversations about what makes any leader successful, the focus tends to fall on vision, execution, and character traits such as integrity and resilience. But the CEO put his finger on a more ineffable quality. Taste is the instinct that tells us not just what can be done, but what should be done. A corporate leader's taste shows up in every decision they make: whom they hire, the brand identity they shape, the architecture of a new office building, the playlist at a company retreat. These choices may seem incidental, but collectively, they shape culture and reinforce what the organization aspires to be.

Taste is a subtle sensibility, more often a secret weapon than a person's defining characteristic. But we're entering a time when its importance has never been greater, and that's because of AI. Large language models and other generative-AI tools are stuffing the world with content, much of it, to use the term du jour, absolute slop. In a world where machines can generate infinite variations, the ability to discern which of those variations is most meaningful, most beautiful, or most resonant may prove to be the rarest--and most valuable--skill of all.

I like to think of taste as judgment with style. Great CEOs, leaders, and artists all know how to weigh competing priorities, when to act and when to wait, how to steer through uncertainty. But taste adds something extra--a certain sense of how to make that decision in a way that feels fitting. It's the fusion of form and function, the ability to elevate utility with elegance.

Think of Steve Jobs unveiling the first iPhone. The device itself was extraordinary, but the launch was more than a technical reveal--it was a performance. The simplicity of the black turtleneck, the deliberate pacing of the announcement, the clean typography on the slides--none of this was accidental. It was all taste. And taste made Apple more than a tech company; it made it a design icon. OpenAI's recently announced acquisition of Io, a startup created by Jony Ive, the longtime head of design at Apple, can be seen, among other things, as an opportunity to increase the AI giant's taste quotient.

Taste is neither algorithmic nor accidental. It's cultivated. AI can now write passable essays, design logos, compose music, and even offer strategic business advice. It does so by mimicking the styles it has seen, fed to it in massive--and frequently unknown or obscured--data sets. It has the power to remix elements and bring about plausible and even creative new combinations. But for all its capabilities, AI has no taste. It cannot originate style with intentionality. It cannot understand why one choice might have emotional resonance while another falls flat. It cannot feel the way in which one version of a speech will move an audience to tears--or laughter--because it lacks lived experience, cultural intuition, and the ineffable sense of what is just right.

This is not a technical shortcoming. It is a structural one. Taste is born of human discretion--of growing up in particular places, being exposed to particular cultural references, developing a point of view that is inseparable from personality. In other words, taste is the human fingerprint on decision making. It is deeply personal and profoundly social. That's precisely what makes taste so important right now. As AI takes over more of the mechanical and even intellectual labor of work--coding, writing, diagnosing, analyzing--we are entering a world in which AI-generated outputs, and the choices that come with them, are proliferating across, perhaps even flooding, a range of industries. Every product could have a dozen AI-generated versions for teams to consider. Every strategic plan, numerous different paths. Every pitch deck, several visual styles. Generative AI is an effective tool for inspiration--until that inspiration becomes overwhelming. When every option is instantly available, when every variation is possible, the person who knows which one to choose becomes even more valuable.

This ability matters for a number of reasons. For leaders or aspiring leaders of any type, taste is a competitive advantage, even an existential necessity--a skill they need to take seriously and think seriously about refining. But it's also in everyone's interest, even people who are not at the top of the decision tree, for leaders to be able to make the right choices in the AI era. Taste, after all, has an ethical dimension. We speak of things as being "in good taste" or "in poor taste." These are not just aesthetic judgments; they are moral ones. They signal an awareness of context, appropriateness, and respect. Without human scrutiny, AI can amplify biases and exacerbate the world's problems. Countless examples already exist: Consider a recent experimental-AI shopping tool released by Google that, as reported by The Atlantic, can easily be manipulated to produce erotic images of celebrities and minors.

Good taste recognizes the difference between what is edgy and what is offensive, between what is novel and what is merely loud. It demands integrity.

Like any skill, taste can be developed. The first step is exposure. You have to see, hear, and feel a wide range of options to understand what excellence looks like. Read great literature. Listen to great speeches. Visit great buildings. Eat great food. Pay attention to the details: the pacing of a paragraph, the curve of a chair, the color grading of a film. Taste starts with noticing.

The second step is curation. You have to begin to discriminate. What do you admire? What do you return to? What feels overdesigned, and what feels just right? Make choices about your preferences--and, more important, understand why you prefer them. Ask yourself what values those preferences express. Minimalism? Opulence? Precision? Warmth?

The third step is reflection. Taste is not static. As you evolve, so will your sensibilities. Keep track of how your preferences change. Revisit things you once loved. Reconsider things you once dismissed. This is how taste matures--from reaction to reflection, from preference to philosophy.

Taste needs to considered in both education and leadership development. It shouldn't be left to chance or confined to the arts. Business schools, for example, could do more to expose students to beautiful products, elegant strategies, and compelling narratives. Leadership programs could train aspiring executives in the discernment of tone, timing, and presentation. Case studies, after all, are about not just good decisions, but how those decisions were expressed, when they went into action, and why they resonated. Taste can be taught, if we're willing to make space for it.
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A Computer Wrote My Mother's Obituary

The funeral industry turns to AI.

by Ian Bogost




The funeral director said "AI" as if it were a normal element of memorial services, like caskets or flowers. Of all places, I had not expected artificial intelligence to follow me into the small, windowless room of the mortuary. But here it was, ready to assist me in the task of making sense of death.

It was already Wednesday, and I'd just learned that I had to write an obituary for my mother by Thursday afternoon if I wanted it to run in Sunday's paper. AI could help me do this. The software would compose the notice for me.
 
 As a professional writer, my first thought was that this would be unnecessary, at best. At worst, it would be an outrage. The philosopher Martin Heidegger held that someone's death is a thing that is truly their own. Now I should ask a computer to announce my mother's, by way of a statistical model?

"Did you say AI?" I asked the funeral director, thinking I must have been dissociating. But yes, she did. As we talked some more, my skepticism faded. The obituary is a specialized form. When a person of note dies, many newspapers will run a piece that was commissioned and produced years in advance: a profile of the deceased. But when a normal person dies--and this applies to most of us--the obituary is something else: not a standard piece of journalistic writing, but a formal notice, composed in brief, that also serves to celebrate the person's life. I had no experience in producing anything like the latter. The option to use AI was welcome news.

After all, there were lots of other things to do. The obituary was one of dozens of details I would have to address on short notice. A family in grief must choose a disposition method for their loved one, and perhaps arrange a viewing. They must plan for services, choose floral arrangements or other accessories, select proper clothing for the deceased, and process a large amount of paperwork. Amid these and other tasks, I found that I was grateful for the possibility of any help at all, even from a computer that cannot know a mother's love or mourn her passing.

The funeral director told me I would be given access to this AI tool in the funeral-planning online account that she had already created for me. I still had a few misgivings. Would I be sullying Mom's memory by doing this? I glanced over at an advertisement for another high-tech service--one that could make lab-grown diamonds from my mother's ashes or her hair. Having an AI write her obituary seemed pretty tame in comparison. "Show me how to do it," I said.

Actually getting a computer to do the work proved unexpectedly difficult. Over the next 24 hours, the funeral director and I exchanged the kind of emails you might swap with office tech support while trying to connect to the shared printer. I was able to log in to the funeral portal (the funeral portal!) and click into the obituary section, but no AI option appeared. The funeral director sent over a screenshot of her display. "It may look slightly different on your end," she wrote. I sent a screenshot back: "That interface is not visible to me." Web-browser compatibility was discussed, then dismissed. The back-and-forth made me realize that Mom's memorial would be no more sullied by AI than it was by the very fact of using this software--a kind of Workday app for death and burial.

In the end, the software failed us. My funeral director couldn't figure out how to give me access to the AI obituary writer, so I had to write one myself, using my brain and fingertips. I did what AI is best at: copying a formula. I opened up my dad's obituary, which Mom had written a couple of years earlier, and mirrored its format and structure. Dates and locations of birth and death, surviving family, professional life, interests. I was the computer now, entering data into a pre-provided template.

Read: A secret history of the obituary page

When I finally did get the chance to try the AI obituary writer a few weeks later--after reaching out to Passare, the company behind it--I found its output more creative than mine, and somehow more personal. Like everything else, the funeral-services industry is now operated by cloud-based software-as-a-service companies. Passare is among them, and offers back-office software for funeral-home management along with family-facing funeral-planning tools.

Josh McQueen, the company's vice president of marketing and product, explained why my earlier attempt to use the obituary-writing tool had failed: The funeral home must have had that feature set for staff-only access, which some businesses prefer. Then he gave me access to a mock funeral for the fictional departed John Smith so I could finally give it a go.

I couldn't change John Smith's name, but I pretended I was writing the obituary for my mother instead. Using simple web forms, I put in her education and employment information, some life events that corresponded to her "passions" and "achievements," and a few facts about relevant family members who had survived her or preceded her in death. These had to be entered one by one, choosing the type of relation from a drop-down and then checking a box to indicate whether the person in question was deceased. I felt like I was cataloging livestock.

From there, Passare's software, which is built on top of ChatGPT technology, generated an obituary. And you know what--it was pretty good. Most of all, it was done, and with minimal effort from me. Here's an excerpt, with John Smith's name and pronouns swapped out for my mother's, and a couple of other very small alterations to smooth out the language:

Sheila earned her bachelor's degree and dedicated her career to managing her late husband David's psychology private practice for decades. She was not only devoted to his work but also a dedicated caregiver for Dave in his later years. Throughout her life, Sheila nurtured his passions, which included playing music--especially the piano--and a deep appreciation for Native American art. She found joy in teaching skiing to children and sharing the vibrant personalities of her many pet birds.


The AI obituary can also be tuned by length and tone--formal, casual, poetic, celebratory. (The poetic version added flourishes such as "she found joy in the gentle keys of her piano, filling her home with music that echoed her spirit.") Because an obituary is already a schematic form of writing, the AI's results were not just satisfactory but excellent, even. And, of course, once the draft was done, I could adjust it as I wished.

"When we first started testing this, ChatGPT would just make up stories," McQueen told me. It might assert that someone named Billy was often called Skippy, for example, and then concoct an anecdote to explain the fake nickname. This tendency of large language models, sometimes called hallucination, is caused by the technology's complex statistical underpinnings. But Passare found this problem relatively easy to tame by adjusting the prompts it fed to ChatGPT behind the scenes. He said he hasn't heard complaints about the service from any families who have used it.

Obituaries do seem well suited for an AI's help. They're short and easy to review for accuracy. They're supposed to convey real human emotion and character, but in a format that is buttoned-up and professional, for a public audience rather than a private one. Like cover letters or wedding toasts, they represent an important and uncommon form of writing that in many cases must be done by someone who isn't used to writing, yet who will care enough to polish up the finished product. An AI tool can make that effort easier and better.

And for me, at least, the tool's inhumanity was also, in its way, a boon. My experience with the elder-care and death industries--assisted living, hospice, funeral homes--had already done a fair amount to alienate me from the token empathy of human beings. As Mom declined and I navigated her care and then her death, industry professionals were always offering me emotional support. They shared kind words in quiet rooms that sometimes had flowers on a table and refreshments. They truly wanted to help, but they were strangers, and I didn't need their intimacy. I was only seeking guidance on logistics: How does all this work? What am I supposed to do? What choices must I make?

A person should not pretend to be a friend, and a computer should not pretend to be a person. In the narrow context of my mom's obituary, the AI provided me with middle ground. It neither feigned connection nor replaced my human agency. It only helped--and it did so at a time when a little help was all I really wanted.
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Trump's Crypto Playbook Is Now Clear

His business dealings and policy agenda are now in perfect alignment.

by Will Gottsegen




The world of crypto can feel impenetrable. The basic technology is complicated enough, but the subculture--with its own particular argot and decorum--is what's truly forbidding. Even if you're not quite ready to figure out what DePIN or zk-SNARKs are, you can get a solid glimpse into the industry right now just by looking at the lineup of the 2025 Bitcoin Conference, held late last month in Las Vegas. Speakers included goofball meme-coin boosters, good-hearted cypherpunks, crypto podcasters with names such as "Gwart," and an army of Wall Street execs who seem to have waited until bitcoin hit $100,000 to give the whole crypto thing a shot.



There were also a whole lot of MAGA acolytes. Vice President J. D. Vance, the eldest Trump sons, and the White House crypto czar David Sacks all gave speeches that coalesced around a unifying theme: Trump and crypto are meant for each other. "What's going on here in this very room, at this very conference, that's the financial side of everything we've been fighting for on the free-speech side," Don Jr. said during a conversation with the CEO of Rumble, a social-media platform favored by right-wing users. "They're inextricably linked."



In other words, the message was that Trump cares deeply about the kinds of civil-libertarian ideas that the bitcoin world has long touted. It's a convenient narrative, a lofty way of explaining this once very bitcoin-skeptical president's sudden embrace of crypto. At least, it's one that transcends sheer self-enrichment: In the past year, members of the Trump family have launched two meme coins and announced a majority stake in a new crypto firm, World Liberty Financial. As I've previously written, crypto is quickly becoming the Trump family business: Last month, the president hosted the biggest investors in his $TRUMP coin for a private dinner at his golf course outside Washington, D.C.



But the linkages between Trump and crypto run deeper than just a couple of business investments. His White House has also ushered in a starkly pro-crypto agenda--rolling back regulations and dropping lawsuits to punish alleged crypto wrongdoing. The same week that Don Jr. spoke at the Bitcoin Conference, the Department of Labor eased a Biden-era guidance that made it difficult for Americans to invest their 401(k) plans in crypto because digital currencies can be volatile and prone to hacks. In cutting this language, regulators are taking away a guardrail, encouraging more investment in crypto. This, in turn, could boost the price of bitcoin and other coins, which is a boon to Trump's own enterprises. It always comes back to the president himself: Trump's crypto ambitions are as much about public policy as they are about his own meme coins.



Crypto has become the glue that binds together so much of what the president and his administration are doing. Consider Trump Media & Technology Group, best-known as the parent company of his social-media app, Truth Social. Trump Media didn't start as a crypto business, but now it's pivoting to crypto. Late last month, Trump Media announced that it would raise money to purchase $2.5 billion in bitcoin, effectively creating a corporate bitcoin reserve. Why? "We view bitcoin as an apex instrument of financial freedom," Devin Nunes, the CEO of Trump Media and a former Republican congressman, said in a statement. Putting the pseudo-utopian language aside, such a bitcoin reserve mostly just serves to tie the price of Trump Media's stock, $DJT, to the price of bitcoin writ large. A multibillion-dollar investment is unreservedly good for crypto, but it's also good for the Trump family, because much of the president's own net worth is now tied up in crypto assets. (Neither the White House nor the Trump Media & Technology Group responded to my requests for comment.)



Perhaps the idea of a bitcoin reserve sounds familiar. It explicitly mirrors the White House's announcement of a "Strategic Bitcoin Reserve" in March, as part of a broader effort to make the U.S. a global leader in crypto. Both serve the same function: Such large-scale institutional investment in crypto--whether from the government or a company--further legitimizes these digital currencies, ensuring their long-term viability as an asset class. Trump's campaign to promote crypto and juice the price of these coins is in essence two-pronged: Once the White House sets its agenda, the Trump family's private-sector business can back it.



Trump was all about pro-crypto policy even before he began launching his raft of crypto businesses. His campaign promise to fire Biden's top crypto cop, Securities and Exchange Commission Chair Gary Gensler, helped pull in donations from industry heavyweights. Especially after the downfall of Sam Bankman-Fried, Gensler was focused on prosecuting individual crypto companies--a policy now derisively referred to as "Operation Choke Point 2.0" (a nod to the Obama-era initiative that put pressure on banks to stop working with payday lenders, pawn shops, and certain other businesses). During his keynote speech at the Bitcoin Conference, Vance put it bluntly: "Operation Choke Point 2.0 is dead, and it's not coming back under the Trump administration."



Indeed, the administration has dropped more than a dozen lawsuits and investigations against crypto firms. And as Trump's second term has gone on, the distinctions between what's pro-Trump and what's pro-crypto have blurred together, approaching something like a singularity. In MAGA cosmology, crypto, Trump, and America now exist in perfect alignment--what's good for one is good for the others. While Trump talks about bringing back manufacturing jobs to the U.S., the Trump sons are running a crypto-mining company called American Bitcoin and Trump Media is throwing its weight behind "Made in America" crypto investment funds. After firing many of the top regulators responsible for keeping crypto in check, Trump has cleared the way for major cash injections throughout the crypto industry--including, of course, in his own businesses. The pretense for the regulatory rollbacks and Trump's personal crypto investments is the same: It benefits America.



The irony is that cryptocurrencies were supposed to be a form of protection against exactly this sort of connection to the state. Bitcoin was invented as a way to privately transfer money online, with the ambitious goal of creating a new financial order outside the purview of the international monetary regime, uncontrolled by any government. (After all, the technical basis for crypto is known as "decentralization.") In loosening crypto restrictions that benefit the industry (and Trump himself), Trump is manifesting the old crypto dream of a new financial order. But far from being faceless and decentralized, the very concept of crypto is starting to reflect the image of just one man.
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The Super Bowl of Internet Beefs

Nobody wins in the Trump-Musk breakup.

by Charlie Warzel




The sun rises every morning. Spring turns to summer. Water is wet. Donald Trump and Elon Musk's relationship has ended with a post about Jeffrey Epstein.

This was inevitable. When Elon Musk attached himself to Trump during Trump's presidential transition last fall, there was great speculation that these two massive egos would, eventually, clash and that their strategic partnership would flame out spectacularly. Many onlookers assumed that Trump would be the one to tire of Musk and that the centibillionaire would fly too close to the sun, becoming too visible in the administration or simply too annoying. During his short time in government, Musk did manage to anger some of Trump's staff and advisers, tank his public reputation with many American voters, and jeopardize the financial health of his electric-vehicle company, Tesla. Still, through all of that, Trump remained remarkably on message and supportive.

Instead it was Musk who fired the first shots, specifically criticisms of the Republicans' budget-reconciliation package (a.k.a. the One Big Beautiful Bill Act). On Tuesday, Musk called the bill a "disgusting abomination," threatened to politically retaliate against its supporters, and argued it would increase the debt. This led to Trump calling out Musk in an Oval Office meeting today with German Chancellor Friedrich Merz, and suggesting that the DOGE figurehead had "Trump derangement syndrome." The episode that followed has been playing out in reality-TV fashion, with X and Truth Social acting as confessional booths. On X, Musk argued that, "without me, Trump would have lost the election" and accused Trump of "such ingratitude." On Truth Social, Trump posted that "Elon was 'wearing thin'" and that, when the president asked Musk to leave, "he just went CRAZY!"

It keeps going. At one point in the afternoon, as if sensing the feud had reached a critical mass of attention, Musk leveled a serious allegation against Trump, posting: "@realDonaldTrump is in the Epstein files. That is the real reason they have not been made public. Have a nice day, DJT!"

Musk had, it seems, kicked off an attentional spectacle without precedent. You have the world's richest man, who is terminally online and whose brain has been addled by social media and, reportedly, other substances. He is one of the most prolific and erratic high-profile posters, so much so that he purchased his favorite social network to mold it in his image. He is squaring off against Trump, arguably the most consequential, off-the-cuff poster of all time and, one must note, the current president of the United States. If it weren't for the other, both men would be peerless in their ability to troll, outrage, and command news cycles via their fragile, mercurial egos.

The point being: If this public fight between Musk and Trump continues, we will witness a Super Bowl of schadenfreude unfold. It's guaranteed to entertain and leave those of us who spectate feeling gross. It is, in other words, the logical endpoint of internet beefs.

This spectacle is tempting to view as a cage match: Two men enter, one man leaves. (Musk, at least, is familiar.)  But that mentality supposes a winner and a loser, and it's worth asking what winning even looks like here. Surely, nobody will come out of this unscathed. Musk's "Epstein files" comment, beyond being an allegation about Trump's relationship with the convicted sex offender and child trafficker, also is a suggestion that Musk might have other dirt on the Trump administration. And the likely loss of Musk's donor money deprives Trump of political leverage. Similarly, Trump has suggested he might strip Musk's companies of their federal funding and subsidies. Tesla's stock has fallen sharply today since Musk began rage-posting against Trump, which suggests there will be real consequences. (Meanwhile, people, including Steve Bannon, are already musing that Musk could get himself deported.)

Consider, though, that in the realm of social media, Musk and Trump both know exactly what they are doing. Musk and Trump are innately attuned to attention and how to attract and wield it. It stands to reason that their interpretation of their past decade online is that public feuding has, essentially, no downside for them. Instead, their perma-arguing, norm-stomping, and general shamelessness have allowed them to become the main characters of a media and political ecosystem that demands constant fodder. Harnessing attention in this way has proved remarkably lucrative. Many credit Trump's initial victory in 2016 to his ability to program the news cycle 140 characters at a time. Meanwhile, some analysts have suggested that Musk's companies are, in their own right, memestocks whose fortunes have risen on the centibillionaire's ability to stay in the spotlight incessantly.

Trump's and Musk's constant provocations and attention seeking have downstream effects, too. Their feuding creates content for others to draft off. The press can cover it, influencers can react to it, politicians can fundraise off it, and all manner of online hustlers can find a way to get in. You can already see the attentional cottage industry hard at work in the Musk-Trump fight as lesser attention merchants try to involve themselves. The podcaster Lex Fridman offered to broker peace on his show while the rapper Kanye West, now known as Ye, stepped in to comment on the chaos. The onetime presidential candidate and third-party champion Andrew Yang seized on Musk's comments to drum up enthusiasm for his pet project. Even the replies became valuable real estate--the long strings of responses to Musk's posts about Trump are littered with advertisements automatically inserted by X. (I saw one for a Trump T-shirt company.) In this way, a Trump-Musk beef is an attentional Big Bang.

In 2020, the blogger Venkatesh Rao wrote a seminal post titled "The Internet of Beefs," arguing that the structure of social media and our culture-warring has brought about "a stable, endemic, background societal condition of continuous conflict." In it, he describes the Internet of Beefs as having "a feudal structure," with charismatic leaders (knights), and anonymous legions of normies (mooks) who have devoted themselves to fight on behalf of these leaders. Rao identifies Trump as an ur-example of a knight, who is able to profit off all of the discord he's helped sow. "For the mook, the conflict is a means to an end, however incoherent," Rao writes. "For the knight, the conflict is the end. Growing it, and keeping it going, is something like an entrepreneurial cultural capital business model."

I reread Rao's post as the internet worked itself into a lather over today's fight. Many of the dynamics Rao explained were on display: sycophants lining up to defend Musk or Trump in the hope of getting noticed, various posters (myself included) excitedly or dutifully chronicling the fallout. There is seemingly opportunity everywhere, created by this attentional spectacle. The content is at once depressing and tremendous. At a glance, it looks like everyone's winning.

Of course, nobody is. Rao's most salient point in his essay is that this state of forever beef is a consequence of a societal rot. It's a stalling tactic of sorts, one that prevents us from deciding who we are, both individually and collectively. If that sounds overwrought, it's worth remembering the genesis of Musk and Trump's feud: a funding bill in Congress that would result in roughly $1 trillion in cuts to Medicaid and food stamps, while offering a similar value in tax cuts to high earners. Millions of people could lose their current coverage through the Affordable Care Act if the bill passes. These details are vaporized by the size and scale of this particular beef.

The Trump-Musk feud is not so much a distraction as it is evidence of a societal tendency toward abstraction, even obfuscation. A cage match is easier to watch than a discussion about who deserves benefits and resources. It is certainly more cathartic than an ideological stalemate about the world we want to build. Maybe Trump or Musk will find a way to win or lose their spat. The rest of us, though, will probably not be so lucky, destined instead to spectate fight after fight.
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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 has 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/06/everything-app-big-tech-ai-endgame/683024/?utm_source=feed
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'We're Definitely Going to Build a Bunker Before We Release AGI'

The true story behind the chaos at OpenAI

by Karen Hao




In the summer of 2023, Ilya Sutskever, a co-founder and the chief scientist of OpenAI, was meeting with a group of new researchers at the company. By all traditional metrics, Sutskever should have felt invincible: He was the brain behind the large language models that helped build ChatGPT, then the fastest-growing app in history; his company's valuation had skyrocketed; and OpenAI was the unrivaled leader of the industry believed to power the future of Silicon Valley. But the chief scientist seemed to be at war with himself.

Sutskever had long believed that artificial general intelligence, or AGI, was inevitable--now, as things accelerated in the generative-AI industry, he believed AGI's arrival was imminent, according to Geoff Hinton, an AI pioneer who was his Ph.D. adviser and mentor, and another person familiar with Sutskever's thinking. (Many of the sources in this piece requested anonymity in order to speak freely about OpenAI without fear of reprisal.) To people around him, Sutskever seemed consumed by thoughts of this impending civilizational transformation. What would the world look like when a supreme AGI emerged and surpassed humanity? And what responsibility did OpenAI have to ensure an end state of extraordinary prosperity, not extraordinary suffering?

By then, Sutskever, who had previously dedicated most of his time to advancing AI capabilities, had started to focus half of his time on AI safety. He appeared to people around him as both boomer and doomer: more excited and afraid than ever before of what was to come. That day, during the meeting with the new researchers, he laid out a plan.

"Once we all get into the bunker--" he began, according to a researcher who was present.

"I'm sorry," the researcher interrupted, "the bunker?"

"We're definitely going to build a bunker before we release AGI," Sutskever replied. Such a powerful technology would surely become an object of intense desire for governments globally. The core scientists working on the technology would need to be protected. "Of course," he added, "it's going to be optional whether you want to get into the bunker."


This essay has been adapted from Hao's forthcoming book, Empire of AI.



Two other sources I spoke with confirmed that Sutskever commonly mentioned such a bunker. "There is a group of people--Ilya being one of them--who believe that building AGI will bring about a rapture," the researcher told me. "Literally, a rapture." (Sutskever declined to comment on this story.)

Sutskever's fears about an all-powerful AI may seem extreme, but they are not altogether uncommon, nor were they particularly out of step with OpenAI's general posture at the time. In May 2023, the company's CEO, Sam Altman, co-signed an open letter describing the technology as a potential extinction risk--a narrative that has arguably helped OpenAI center itself and steer regulatory conversations. Yet the concerns about a coming apocalypse would also have to be balanced against OpenAI's growing business: ChatGPT was a hit, and Altman wanted more.



When OpenAI was founded, the idea was to develop AGI for the benefit of humanity. To that end, the co-founders--who included Altman and Elon Musk--set the organization up as a nonprofit and pledged to share research with other institutions. Democratic participation in the technology's development was a key principle, they agreed, hence the company's name. But by the time I started covering the company in 2019, these ideals were eroding. OpenAI's executives had realized that the path they wanted to take would demand extraordinary amounts of money. Both Musk and Altman tried to take over as CEO. Altman won out. Musk left the organization in early 2018 and took his money with him. To plug the hole, Altman reformulated OpenAI's legal structure, creating a new "capped-profit" arm within the nonprofit to raise more capital.



Since then, I've tracked OpenAI's evolution through interviews with more than 90 current and former employees, including executives and contractors. The company declined my repeated interview requests and questions over the course of working on my book about it, which this story is adapted from; it did not reply when I reached out one more time before the article was published. (OpenAI also has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic.)



OpenAI's dueling cultures--the ambition to safely develop AGI, and the desire to grow a massive user base through new product launches--would explode toward the end of 2023. Gravely concerned about the direction Altman was taking the company, Sutskever would approach his fellow board of directors, along with his colleague Mira Murati, then OpenAI's chief technology officer; the board would subsequently conclude on the need to push the CEO out. What happened next--with Altman's ouster and then reinstatement--rocked the tech industry. Yet since then, OpenAI and Sam Altman have become more central to world affairs. Last week, the company unveiled an "OpenAI for Countries" initiative that would allow OpenAI to play a key role in developing AI infrastructure outside of the United States. And Altman has become an ally to the Trump administration, appearing, for example, at an event with Saudi officials this week and onstage with the president in January to announce a $500 billion AI-computing-infrastructure project.



Altman's brief ouster--and his ability to return and consolidate power--is now crucial history to understand the company's position at this pivotal moment for the future of AI development. Details have been missing from previous reporting on this incident, including information that sheds light on Sutskever and Murati's thinking and the response from the rank and file. Here, they are presented for the first time, according to accounts from more than a dozen people who were either directly involved or close to the people directly involved, as well as their contemporaneous notes, plus screenshots of Slack messages, emails, audio recordings, and other corroborating evidence.



The altruistic OpenAI is gone, if it ever existed. What future is the company building now?



Before ChatGPT, sources told me, Altman seemed generally energized. Now he often appeared exhausted. Propelled into megastardom, he was dealing with intensified scrutiny and an overwhelming travel schedule. Meanwhile, Google, Meta, Anthropic, Perplexity, and many others were all developing their own generative-AI products to compete with OpenAI's chatbot.



Many of Altman's closest executives had long observed a particular pattern in his behavior: If two teams disagreed, he often agreed in private with each of their perspectives, which created confusion and bred mistrust among colleagues. Now Altman was also frequently bad-mouthing staffers behind their backs while pushing them to deploy products faster and faster. Team leads mirroring his behavior began to pit staff against one another. Sources told me that Greg Brockman, another of OpenAI's co-founders and its president, added to the problems when he popped into projects and derailed long- standing plans with last- minute changes.



The environment within OpenAI was changing. Previously, Sutskever had tried to unite workers behind a common cause. Among employees, he had been known as a deep thinker and even something of a mystic, regularly speaking in spiritual terms. He wore shirts with animals on them to the office and painted them as well--a cuddly cat, cuddly alpacas, a cuddly fire-breathing dragon. One of his amateur paintings hung in the office, a trio of flowers blossoming in the shape of OpenAI's logo, a symbol of what he always urged employees to build: "A plurality of humanity-loving AGIs."



But by the middle of 2023--around the time he began speaking more regularly about the idea of a bunker--Sutskever was no longer just preoccupied by the possible cataclysmic shifts of AGI and superintelligence, according to sources familiar with his thinking. He was consumed by another anxiety: the erosion of his faith that OpenAI could even keep up its technical advancements to reach AGI, or bear that responsibility with Altman as its leader. Sutskever felt Altman's pattern of behavior was undermining the two pillars of OpenAI's mission, the sources said: It was slowing down research progress and eroding any chance at making sound AI-safety decisions.



Meanwhile, Murati was trying to manage the mess. She had always played translator and bridge to Altman. If he had adjustments to the company's strategic direction, she was the implementer. If a team needed to push back against his decisions, she was their champion. When people grew frustrated with their inability to get a straight answer out of Altman, they sought her help. "She was the one getting stuff done," a former colleague of hers told me. (Murati declined to comment.)



During the development of GPT-4, Altman and Brockman's dynamic had nearly led key people to quit, sources told me. Altman was also seemingly trying to circumvent safety processes for expediency. At one point, sources close to the situation said, he had told Murati that OpenAI's legal team had cleared the latest model, GPT-4 Turbo, to skip review by the company's Deployment Safety Board, or DSB--a committee of Microsoft and OpenAI representatives who evaluated whether OpenAI's most powerful models were ready for release. But when Murati checked in with Jason Kwon, who oversaw the legal team, Kwon had no idea how Altman had gotten that impression.



In the summer, Murati attempted to give Altman detailed feedback on these issues, according to multiple sources. It didn't work. The CEO iced her out, and it took weeks to thaw the relationship.



By fall, Sutskever and Murati both drew the same conclusion. They separately approached the three board members who were not OpenAI employees--Helen Toner, a director at Georgetown University's Center for Security and Emerging Technology; the roboticist Tasha McCauley; and one of Quora's co-founders and its CEO, Adam D'Angelo--and raised concerns about Altman's leadership. "I don't think Sam is the guy who should have the finger on the button for AGI," Sutskever said in one such meeting, according to notes I reviewed. "I don't feel comfortable about Sam leading us to AGI," Murati said in another, according to sources familiar with the conversation.



That Sutskever and Murati both felt this way had a huge effect on Toner, McCauley, and D'Angelo. For close to a year, they, too, had been processing their own grave concerns about Altman, according to sources familiar with their thinking. Among their many doubts, the three directors had discovered through a series of chance encounters that he had not been forthcoming with them about a range of issues, from a breach in the DSB's protocols to the legal structure of OpenAI Startup Fund, a dealmaking vehicle that was meant to be under the company but that instead Altman owned himself.



If two of Altman's most senior deputies were sounding the alarm on his leadership, the board had a serious problem. Sutskever and Murati were not the first to raise these kinds of issues, either. In total, the three directors had heard similar feedback over the years from at least five other people within one to two levels of Altman, the sources said. By the end of October, Toner, McCauley, and D'Angelo began to meet nearly daily on video calls, agreeing that Sutskever's and Murati's feedback about Altman, and Sutskever's suggestion to fire him, warranted serious deliberation.



As they did so, Sutskever sent them long dossiers of documents and screenshots that he and Murati had gathered in tandem with examples of Altman's behaviors. The screenshots showed at least two more senior leaders noting Altman's tendency to skirt around or ignore processes, whether they'd been instituted for AI-safety reasons or to smooth company operations. This included, the directors learned, Altman's apparent attempt to skip DSB review for GPT-4 Turbo.



By Saturday, November 11, the independent directors had made their decision. As Sutskever suggested, they would remove Altman and install Murati as interim CEO. On November 17, 2023, at about noon Pacific time, Sutskever fired Altman on a Google Meet with the three independent board members. Sutskever then told Brockman on another Google Meet that Brockman would no longer be on the board but would retain his role at the company. A public announcement went out immediately.

For a brief moment, OpenAI's future was an open question. It might have taken a path away from aggressive commercialization and Altman. But this is not what happened.



After what had seemed like a few hours of calm and stability, including Murati having a productive conversation with Microsoft--at the time OpenAI's largest financial backer--she had suddenly called the board members with a new problem. Altman and Brockman were telling everyone that Altman's removal had been a coup by Sutskever, she said.



It hadn't helped that, during a company all- hands to address employee questions, Sutskever had been completely ineffectual with his communication.



"Was there a specific incident that led to this?" Murati had read aloud from a list of employee questions, according to a recording I obtained of the meeting.



"Many of the questions in the document will be about the details," Sutskever responded. "What, when, how, who, exactly. I wish I could go into the details. But I can't."



"Are we worried about the hostile takeover via coercive influence of the existing board members?" Sutskever read from another employee later.



"Hostile takeover?" Sutskever repeated, a new edge in his voice. "The OpenAI nonprofit board has acted entirely in accordance to its objective. It is not a hostile takeover. Not at all. I disagree with this question."



Shortly thereafter, the remaining board, including Sutskever, confronted enraged leadership over a video call. Kwon, the chief strategy officer, and Anna Makanju, the vice president of global affairs, were leading the charge in rejecting the board's characterization of Altman's behavior as "not consistently candid," according to sources present at the meeting. They demanded evidence to support the board's decision, which the members felt they couldn't provide without outing Murati, according to sources familiar with their thinking.



In rapid succession that day, Brockman quit in protest, followed by three other senior researchers. Through the evening, employees only got angrier, fueled by compounding problems: among them, a lack of clarity from the board about their reasons for firing Altman; a potential loss of a tender offer, which had given some the option to sell what could amount to millions of dollars' worth of their equity; and a growing fear that the instability at the company could lead to its unraveling, which would squander so much promise and hard work.



Faced with the possibility of OpenAI falling apart, Sutskever's resolve immediately started to crack. OpenAI was his baby, his life; its dissolution would destroy him. He began to plead with his fellow board members to reconsider their position on Altman.



Meanwhile, Murati's interim position was being challenged. The conflagration within the company was also spreading to a growing circle of investors. Murati now was unwilling to explicitly throw her weight behind the board's decision to fire Altman. Though her feedback had helped instigate it, she had not participated herself in the deliberations.



By Monday morning, the board had lost. Murati and Sutskever flipped sides. Altman would come back; there was no other way to save OpenAI.



I was already working on a book about OpenAI at the time, and in the weeks that followed the board crisis, friends, family, and media would ask me dozens of times: What did all this mean, if anything? To me, the drama highlighted one of the most urgent questions of our generation: How do we govern artificial intelligence? With AI on track to rewire a great many other crucial functions in society, that question is really asking: How do we ensure that we'll make our future better, not worse?



The events of November 2023 illustrated in the clearest terms just how much a power struggle among a tiny handful of Silicon Valley elites is currently shaping the future of this technology. And the scorecard of this centralized approach to AI development is deeply troubling. OpenAI today has become everything that it said it would not be. It has turned into a nonprofit in name only, aggressively commercializing products such as ChatGPT and seeking historic valuations. It has grown ever more secretive, not only cutting off access to its own research but shifting norms across the industry to no longer share meaningful technical details about AI models. In the pursuit of an amorphous vision of progress, its aggressive push on the limits of scale has rewritten the rules for a new era of AI development. Now every tech giant is racing to out-scale one another, spending sums so astronomical that even they have scrambled to redistribute and consolidate their resources. What was once unprecedented has become the norm.



As a result, these AI companies have never been richer. In March, OpenAI raised $40 billion, the largest private tech-funding round on record, and hit a $300 billion valuation. Anthropic is valued at more than $60 billion. Near the end of last year, the six largest tech giants together had seen their market caps increase by more than $8 trillion after ChatGPT. At the same time, more and more doubts have risen about the true economic value of generative AI, including a growing body of studies that have shown that the technology is not translating into productivity gains for most workers, while it's also eroding their critical thinking.



In a November Bloomberg article reviewing the generative-AI industry, the staff writers Parmy Olson and Carolyn Silverman summarized it succinctly. The data, they wrote, "raises an uncomfortable prospect: that this supposedly revolutionary technology might never deliver on its promise of broad economic transformation, but instead just concentrate more wealth at the top."



Meanwhile, it's not just a lack of productivity gains that many in the rest of the world are facing. The exploding human and material costs are settling onto wide swaths of society, especially the most vulnerable, people I met around the world, whether workers and rural residents in the global North or impoverished communities in the global South, all suffering new degrees of precarity. Workers in Kenya earned abysmal wages to filter out violence and hate speech from OpenAI's technologies, including ChatGPT. Artists are being replaced by the very AI models that were built from their work without their consent or compensation. The journalism industry is atrophying as generative-AI technologies spawn heightened volumes of misinformation. Before our eyes, we're seeing an ancient story repeat itself: Like empires of old, the new empires of AI are amassing extraordinary riches across space and time at great expense to everyone else.



To quell the rising concerns about generative AI's present-day performance, Altman has trumpeted the future benefits of AGI ever louder. In a September 2024 blog post, he declared that the "Intelligence Age," characterized by "massive prosperity," would soon be upon us. At this point, AGI is largely rhetorical--a fantastical, all-purpose excuse for OpenAI to continue pushing for ever more wealth and power. Under the guise of a civilizing mission, the empire of AI is accelerating its global expansion and entrenching its power.



As for Sutskever and Murati, both parted ways with OpenAI after what employees now call "The Blip," joining a long string of leaders who have left the organization after clashing with Altman. Like many of the others who failed to reshape OpenAI, the two did what has become the next-most-popular option: They each set up their own shops, to compete for the future of this technology.



This essay has been adapted from Karen Hao's forthcoming book, Empire of AI.



*Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Sources: Nathan Howard / Bloomberg / Getty; Jack Guez / AFP / Getty; Jon Kopaloff / Getty; Manuel Augusto Moreno / Getty; Yuichiro Chino / Getty.
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Trump's Amplifier Administration

Thomas Friedman discusses the chaos of the president's conflicts--and how the wider world is viewing the instability.

by The Editors




In Donald Trump's first administration, he was surrounded by buffers and filters--but in his second, he's surrounded by amplifiers. On a special edition of Washington Week With The Atlantic, the foreign-affairs columnist Thomas Friedman joins to discuss the chaos of Trump's conflicts, and how world leaders are viewing the instability.

Meanwhile, the end of Donald Trump's friendship with Elon Musk was never really a question of "if," but "when." "Nothing here is modeled, nothing here is stress-tested, everything is a riff," Friedman said last night. "The country is being run like the Trump Organization today, not like the United States of America."

When it comes to Trump and Musk's feud, "we're dealing with two extremely unstable characters," Friedman continues. "But what's really more important is: What's the wider world audience saying?"

Watch the full episode with Friedman and The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, here.
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        The Wyoming Hospital Upending the Logic of Private Equity
        Megan Greenwell

        After years of trying to improve his hospital in Riverton, Wyoming--first as a doctor, then as a board member and volunteer activist--Roger Gose was ready to give up.Gose, a Texas native, had been in Wyoming since 1978, when he saw an ad in a medical journal looking for a small-town internist. Ever since he was a kid, he had wanted to be a community doctor, the kind who made house calls and treated his neighbors from birth into adulthood. He found his calling in Riverton, a town of 10,000 people i...

      

      
        An Uproar at the NIH
        Katherine J. Wu

        Updated at 10:26 a.m. on June 9, 2025

Since winning President Donald Trump's nomination to serve as the director of the National Institutes of Health, Jay Bhattacharya--a health economist and prominent COVID contrarian who advocated for reopening society in the early months of the pandemic--has pledged himself to a culture of dissent. "Dissent is the very essence of science," Bhattacharya said at his confirmation hearing in March. "I'll foster a culture where NIH leadership will actively encourage...

      

      
        '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...

      

      
        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...

      

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

        Updated at 2:45 p.m. ET on June 5, 2025It 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 di...
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Get Ready to Hear a Lot More About Your Mitochondria

Protecting the powerhouse of the cell is a central mission of MAHA.

by Hannah Seo




Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s warning about mitochondria slipped in between the anti-vaccine junk science and the excoriation of pharmaceutical drugs as "the No. 3 killer in our country." He was speaking in 2023 to Joe Rogan, elaborating on the dangers of Wi-Fi--which no high-quality scientific evidence has shown to harm anyone's health--and arguing that it causes disease by somehow opening the blood-brain barrier, and by degrading victims' mitochondria.

The mention of mitochondria--the tiny structures that generate energy within our cells--was brief. Two years later, mitochondrial health is poised to become a pillar of the MAHA movement, already showing up in marketing for supplements and on podcasts across the "manosphere." Casey Means, President Donald Trump's newest nominee for surgeon general, has singled out the organelle as the main casualty of the modern American health crisis. According to Means (who has an M.D. but no active medical license), most of America's chronic ailments can be traced to mitochondrial dysfunction. Should she be confirmed to the post of surgeon general, the American public can expect to hear a lot more about mitochondria.

Among scientists, interest and investment in mitochondria have risen notably in the past five years, Kay Macleod, a University of Chicago researcher who studies mitochondria's role in cancer, told me. Mitochondria, after all, perform a variety of crucial functions in the human body. Beyond powering cells, they can affect gene expression, help certain enzymes function, and modulate cell death, Macleod said.

When mitochondria are defective, people do indeed suffer. Vamsi Mootha, a mitochondrial biologist based at Massachusetts General Hospital and the Broad Institute, told me that rare genetic defects (appearing in about one in 4,300 people) can cause the organelles to malfunction, leading to muscle weakness, heart abnormalities, cognitive disability, and liver and kidney problems. Evidence also suggests that defects in mitochondria directly contribute to symptoms of Parkinson's disease, and could be both a cause and an effect of type 2 diabetes. Other conditions' links to mitochondria are blurrier. Researchers see aberrant mitochondria in postmortem biopsies of patients with illnesses such as Alzheimer's, cancer, and fatty-liver disease, Mootha said; whether those damaged mitochondria cause or result from such conditions is not yet clear.

But according to Good Energy, the book Means published last year with a top MAHA adviser--her brother, Calley--mitochondrial dysfunction is a veritable plague upon the United States, responsible for both serious illness and everyday malaise. In their view, modern Western diets and lifestyles wreck countless Americans' metabolic health: Every time you drink unfiltered water or a soda, or feel the stress of mounting phone notifications, you hurt your mitochondria, they say, triggering an immune response that in turn triggers inflammation. (Damaged mitochondria really can cause inflammation, Macleod said.) This chain of events, the Meanses claim, can be blamed for virtually every common chronic health condition: migraines, depression, infertility, heart disease, obesity, cancer, and more. (Casey Means did not respond to requests for comment; reached by email, Calley did not respond to my questions about mitochondria, but noted, "There is significant scientific evidence that healthy food, exercise and sleep have a significant impact on reversing chronic disease.")

Good Energy follows a typical wellness playbook: using a mixture of valid and dubious research to pin a slew of common health problems on one overlooked element of health--and advertising a cure. Among the culprits for our mitochondrial ravaging, according to the Meanses, are poor sleep, medications, ultraprocessed foods, seed oils, too many calories, and too few vitamins, as well as chronically staying in comfortable ambient temperatures. The Means siblings therefore recommend eschewing refined sugar in favor of leafy greens, avoiding nicotine and alcohol, frequenting saunas and cold plunges, getting seven to eight hours of uninterrupted sleep a night, and cleansing your life of environmental toxins. Some studies indeed suggest that mitochondrial function is linked with sleep and temperature, but they've all been conducted on cell cultures, organoids, or mice. According to Macleod, evidence suggests that diet, too, is likely important. But only one lifestyle intervention--exercise--has been definitively shown to improve mitochondrial health in humans.

The Meanses are riding a wave of interest in mitochondrial health in the wellness world. Earlier this year, the longevity influencer Bryan Johnson and the ivermectin enthusiast Mel Gibson both endorsed the dye methylene blue for its power to improve mitochondrial respiration; Kennedy was filmed slipping something that looks a lot like methylene blue into his drink. (Kennedy did not respond to a request for comment; the FDA has approved methylene blue, but only as a treatment for the blood disease methemoglobinemia.) AG1, formerly known as Athletic Greens, formulates its drinkable vitamins for mitochondrial health. Even one laser-light skin treatment promises to "recharge failing mitochondria." The enzyme CoQ10 is popular right now as a supplement for mitochondrial function, as is NAD, a molecule involved in mitochondria's production of energy. NAD IV drips are especially beloved by celebrities such as Gwyneth Paltrow, Kendall Jenner, and the Biebers. These supplements are generally thought to be safe, and some preliminary research shows that NAD supplementation could help patients with Parkinson's or other neurodegenerative diseases, and that CoQ10 could benefit people with mitochondrial disorders. Patients whose symptoms are clearly caused or made worse by deficiencies in a specific vitamin, such as thiamine, can benefit from supplementing those vitamins, Mootha said. But little research explores how these supplements might affect healthy adults.

Read: The MAHA takeover is complete

In Good Energy, as well as on her website and in podcast appearances, Casey Means promotes a number of supplements for mitochondrial health. She also recommends that people wear continuous glucose monitors--available from her company, Levels Health, for $184 a month--to help prevent overwhelming their mitochondria with too much glucose. (According to Macleod, glucose levels are only "a very indirect measure" of mitochondrial activity.) As with so many problems that wellness influencers harp on, the supposed solution to this one involves buying products from those exact same people.

At best, all of this attention to mitochondria could lead Americans to healthier habits. Much of the advice in Good Energy echoes health recommendations we've all heard for decades; getting regular exercise and plenty of fiber is good guidance, regardless of anyone's reasons for doing so. Switching out unhealthy habits for healthy ones will likely even improve your mitochondrial health, Jaya Ganesh, a mitochondrial-disease expert at Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, told me. After all, "if you consistently beat your body up with unhealthy habits, everything is going to fall sick," Ganesh said.

But the mitochondrial approach to wellness carries risks, too. For patients with genetically caused mitochondrial disease, lifestyle changes might marginally improve some symptoms, Ganesh said, but attempting to cure such conditions with supplements and a healthy diet alone could be dangerous. Means also calls out medications--including antibiotics, chemotherapy, antiretrovirals, statins, and high-blood-pressure drugs--for interfering with mitochondria. Macleod told me that statins really do affect mitochondria, as do some antibiotics. (The latter makes sense: Mitochondria are thought to have evolved from bacteria more than a billion years ago.) That's no reason, though, to avoid any of these medications if a doctor has determined that you need them.

Read: America can't break its wellness habit

And yet, a whole chapter of Good Energy is dedicated to the idea that readers should mistrust the motives of their doctors, who the authors say profit by keeping Americans sick. The book is less critical of the ways the wellness industry preys on people's fears. Zooming in on mitochondria might offer a reassuringly specific and seemingly scientific explanation of the many real ills of the U.S. population, but ultimately, Means and MAHA are only helping obscure the big picture.
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The Wyoming Hospital Upending the Logic of Private Equity

Instead of cutting services to cut costs, one rural hospital plans to thrive by offering more.

by Megan Greenwell




After years of trying to improve his hospital in Riverton, Wyoming--first as a doctor, then as a board member and volunteer activist--Roger Gose was ready to give up.



Gose, a Texas native, had been in Wyoming since 1978, when he saw an ad in a medical journal looking for a small-town internist. Ever since he was a kid, he had wanted to be a community doctor, the kind who made house calls and treated his neighbors from birth into adulthood. He found his calling in Riverton, a town of 10,000 people in one of the state's poorer counties. For 35 years, he ran a private practice and worked shifts at Riverton Memorial Hospital, even serving for a time as the chief of medicine there. After retiring from his practice in 2012, he joined the hospital board, still eager to do whatever he could to help.



"You want to leave a place better than you found it," he told me. And for a long time, he felt like he had.



But that was before LifePoint Health, one of the biggest rural-hospital chains in the country, saw his hospital as a distressed asset in need of saving through a ruthless search for efficiencies, and before executives at Apollo Global Management, a private-equity firm whose headquarters looms above the Plaza Hotel in Midtown Manhattan, began calling the shots. That was before Gose realized that, in the private-equity world, a hospital was just another widget, a tool to make money and nothing more.



In late 2018, Gose and a group of his neighbors decided that trying to save their hospital was futile. It had already lost its maternity ward, leaving pregnant people to drive nearly 30 miles to deliver a baby. Data from the Wyoming Department of Health show that the number of air-ambulance flights from the county where Riverton sits to hospitals elsewhere in the state rose from 155 in 2014 to 937 in 2019. By the time I spent several days with Gose and a dozen other Rivertonians in the spring of 2023, they didn't even have a hospital anymore, they told me; they had a "Band-Aid station." The only way to ensure that their town had a real hospital, they decided, was to build one themselves.





The conventional wisdom about rural hospitals in the 21st century is that they are, in a word, screwed. Young people move away; older residents left behind need more expensive care and are less likely than urban and suburban residents to have private insurance, which is more lucrative for providers than Medicare and Medicaid. A 2018 report from the U.S. Government Accountability Office found that twice as many rural hospitals closed from 2013 to 2017 than in the five years prior, and the ones that remained were in much worse financial shape than their nonrural counterparts. Emergency funding during the coronavirus pandemic improved the financial health of rural hospitals, but after that funding dried up, many were left facing labor shortages and supply-chain problems that increased prices. House Republicans' proposed cuts to Medicaid could drive even more hospitals out of business, the American Hospital Association argued in a letter to congressional leaders this April.



The ability to stave off closure has been the chief value proposition that private-equity firms offer to rural hospitals. In my reporting on private equity's growing dominance in health care, I heard versions of the story that LifePoint and Apollo told Riverton residents again and again: Without us, you will be left with no hospital at all. Yours is running out of money, and our ability to consolidate and find efficiencies across our ever-growing system is the only thing that can keep it alive. Your community is too small and poor to support an obstetrics department, or general surgery, or mental-health services, so you won't have those anymore, but isn't something better than nothing?



Accepting that private equity is the only option for rural hospitals, though, requires accepting that rural Americans deserve less access to care than their urban and suburban counterparts, and that the care they do receive will be measurably worse. A landmark 2023 study found that in the three years after a private-equity acquisition, the rate of serious preventable medical complications increased significantly. (LifePoint hospitals were not included in the study, which focused on acquisitions made before 2018.) Patients were more likely to fall in the hospital and more likely to acquire infections at the site of a surgical incision. The number of central-line infections, which often result from improper insertion or cleaning, rose 38 percent. Though the study didn't delve into the reasons for the increases, the implication was clear: Focusing on short-term profits was leading to cost cutting that could be dangerous for patients.



In Riverton, the hospital's owner was cutting costs aggressively, while also raising prices. In 2014, LifePoint formally merged the hospital with one in wealthier Lander, a town 25 miles away, and renamed them SageWest Riverton and SageWest Lander. In 2017, the year before Apollo bought LifePoint, researchers examined hospital data for 14 individual Wyoming facilities and found that SageWest charged the highest relative prices; data from 2020 show that SageWest maintained the largest price disparity of any general hospital in the state after the Apollo acquisition. (LifePoint referred questions about the Riverton and Lander hospitals to SageWest; SageWest leaders did not respond to several requests for comment.)



At the same time, the Riverton hospital was shrinking. In quick succession, SageWest suspended its obstetrics services, closed its inpatient mental-health unit, and shrank other basic services. By 2022, the last year for which Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services data are available, SageWest employed 227 people across its two campuses, nearly 40 percent fewer than before the Riverton-Lander merger. According to Gose, the number of physicians based in Riverton had dwindled from 20-something to just seven.





If they were going to build a new hospital, Gose and his neighbors first needed to know whether it could theoretically be financially viable. By 2018, they had formed a nonprofit, Riverton Medical District, and one of the board members, Vivian Watkins--the former head of commercial lending for U.S. Bank's 14 branches across Wyoming, and the kind of person who can't leave the grocery store without stopping four times to ask about someone's kids or their neighborhood drama--began cold-calling hospital CEOs across Wyoming, looking for advice on where to start. One told her that she should go straight to Stroudwater Associates, a Maine-based consultancy with a specialty in rural-health-care finances.



The Riverton nonprofit was not Stroudwater Associates' typical client. The company's chairman, Eric Shell, and his team usually work directly with rural hospitals, or occasionally with a larger chain looking for system-wide strategic planning. Gose, Watkins, and their allies didn't have a hospital, didn't have concrete plans for a hospital, didn't even have any money for a hospital. Still, Shell was intrigued by the brazenness of what they were dreaming up.



After nearly 30 years working with rural hospitals, Shell believed that rural hospitals could survive, but that too few hospital executives think creatively about solutions. Over and over, he's seen cuts damage a hospital's business further: "You win the battle, but you lose the war," he told me. Instead of cutting costs by "doing more with less" (to use the corporate jargon for layoffs and overworking employees), making rural hospitals run in the 21st century means increasing profits by expanding a hospital's business.



One of Shell's go-to examples is Mahaska Health in Oskaloosa, Iowa, a nonprofit hospital in a city slightly bigger than Riverton. When the pandemic hit in 2020, hospitals across the country were overwhelmed with critically ill COVID patients, but also saw a decline in other types of cases. The result was a huge, unexpected loss of revenue for many hospitals, and a correspondingly huge number of layoffs: 1.4 million health-care workers lost their jobs in April 2020 alone. At Mahaska, though, CEO Kevin DeRonde--a former NFL linebacker--ran in the opposite direction: He hired many of the providers who had been laid off from other area hospitals, Shell said. His hospital took a short-term financial hit, but DeRonde wagered that patient volume would recover once the worst of the pandemic eased up.



The bet paid off. After the drop in 2020, the number of non-COVID patients skyrocketed. Now many hospitals were understaffed, but not Mahaska. The hospital hadn't been doing well even before the pandemic, losing more than $5 million in 2017. By 2023, it made $7.5 million in net income, according to Shell and Mahaska Health officials.



Growth, though, is more difficult at hospitals owned by private-equity firms, because of the need to keep shareholders happy through quick returns. "When I look at what they're doing in Lander and Riverton, I shake my head and say, 'That's not the way I'd be running the company,'" Shell told me. "But I'm not running the company, and they're driven by an external force. If they're not beating the market rate of compensation for their investors, their investors are going to walk."



Shell agreed to conduct a feasibility study for Riverton Medical District, and Stroudwater spent months digging into every aspect of Riverton's economy, population, and existing health-care options. Just 44 percent of Medicare recipients in the area who needed hospital treatment got it at either Riverton or its sister hospital, leaving an opening for a new hospital to quickly capture market share. The presence of the Wind River Reservation, which surrounds Riverton, boosted the financial case: The Eastern Shoshone and Northern Arapaho Tribes, which share the reservation, both provide private insurance to their members. In June 2019, Shell's firm handed over its report. Its takeaway: The area had the ability to "support a financially viable rural health system with a range of medical, surgical, and specialty services."



The Riverton Medical District team had the answer they wanted, from a company with real bona fides in the rural health-care world. Gose and Watkins were jubilant. They were going to build a hospital--if they could find the money, that is.





Friends and neighbors had banded together to cover the $150,000 Stroudwater study, but a whole new hospital was going to cost tens of millions.



Shell didn't think they could pull it off. He told them so outright. He's an accountant, which means always assuming the worst. He couldn't fathom why a bank or a government would give Riverton Medical District a loan, considering the competition risk. The group, though, was unanimous: Shell's fears weren't going to stop them. They were the ones who lived there; they were the ones who, in Gose's words, felt an obligation to leave Riverton better than they found it.



After months of looking into every other source of funding they could think of, Riverton Medical District turned to what the group considered the "lender of last resort"--the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the primary government funder of projects affecting rural Americans. A community hospital in an underserved rural area fit the portfolio, which could qualify Riverton Medical District for low-interest loans.



Applying for government money, however, required navigating government bureaucracy. In an email exchange that stretched over months, the USDA rural-development regional director for Wyoming, Lorraine Werner, was encouraging but exacting. Every time Werner needed more documents, including a third-party audit that cost an additional $50,000, the group would scramble to get them to her. Then she would ask for even more. It took Riverton Medical District more than a year to have its application accepted--not for funding, just for consideration.



Yet somehow, Riverton residents never seemed to grow tired of what looked to many outsiders like a quixotic scheme. To house the hospital, the Eastern Shoshone Tribe agreed to sell eight acres on the north end of town and donated four more acres outright. People kept handing over money, frequently $5 or $10 at a time.



Finally, after an application process that took nearly two years, USDA announced its ruling. The federal government agreed that a new hospital in Riverton could be financially viable, committing to fund the lion's share of the costs--more than $37 million. It was the largest USDA rural-development loan ever awarded in the state of Wyoming.



The money would fund a hospital offering every routine service Rivertonians had lost. It would have 13 inpatient beds, a full surgical department, two labor-and-delivery rooms, two rooms equipped for intensive care, and space for physical and speech therapy. It would be staffed to perform surgery and deliver babies 24 hours a day. And the building would be designed to accommodate future growth, with the potential to add 11 new patient rooms, additional surgery space, and more parking, board members told me.



In its report, USDA was more bullish than Shell and Stroudwater had been; the agency's official assessment of the project barely referenced the threat of competition from the existing hospitals. Citing numbers provided by the Riverton Medical District board, USDA found that the hospital could break even with just 30 percent market share, far less than SageWest's 44 percent.



The Riverton Medical District project, evaluators wrote, had generated a remarkable level of local support; the agency noted donations from individuals and businesses that added up to more than $1 million, and more than 200 letters of support. Several of the letters said that without a new hospital, they would move out of Riverton. Multiple business owners wrote that the lack of a fully functioning hospital left them unable to recruit and retain workers. Most of the USDA report was written in bureaucracy-speak, but at one point the author slipped into first person: "The applicant started a true grassroots movement to bring back essential services to the community and has exhibited a level of community support, both monetarily and otherwise, that is unseen in my experience."



In December 2024, just before the soil froze for the season, work crews broke ground on Riverton's new community hospital. In early June, 400 people turned out for a community celebration, cheering for state-government officials and Riverton Medical District board members and signing a beam that will be installed into the new facility.



Building a new, locally owned hospital isn't a scalable way to help every community where hospitals owned by private-equity firms are providing less health care. The particular combination of ingredients in Riverton Medical District's recipe baked into something resembling a miracle. But to Gose's mind, following Riverton's example doesn't require building a community hospital in every rural county in the country. What it requires is people with knowledge of, and investment in, one specific community making decisions for that community--the exact opposite of the private-equity ethos of consolidation at all costs.



"Often you'll see a lot of people get excited and involved in something for two or three months or six or whatever, but then they get disillusioned and quit," Gose told me. "And I think that's what LifePoint thought we were doing. And they underestimated that failure was not an option."



This article has been adapted from Megan Greenwell's forthcoming book, Bad Company: Private Equity and the Death of the American Dream.
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An Uproar at the NIH

Jay Bhattacharya, the the agency's director, has made a point of welcoming dissent. A letter from his officials will test that.

by Katherine J. Wu




Updated at 10:26 a.m. on June 9, 2025
 
 Since winning President Donald Trump's nomination to serve as the director of the National Institutes of Health, Jay Bhattacharya--a health economist and prominent COVID contrarian who advocated for reopening society in the early months of the pandemic--has pledged himself to a culture of dissent. "Dissent is the very essence of science," Bhattacharya said at his confirmation hearing in March. "I'll foster a culture where NIH leadership will actively encourage different perspectives and create an environment where scientists, including early-career scientists and scientists that disagree with me, can express disagreement, respectfully."



Two months into his tenure at the agency, hundreds of NIH officials are taking Bhattacharya at his word.



More than 300 officials, from across all of the NIH's 27 institutes and centers, have signed and sent a letter to Bhattacharya that condemns the changes that have thrown the agency into chaos in recent months--and calls on their director to reverse some of the most damaging shifts. Since January, the agency has been forced by Trump officials to fire thousands of its workers and rescind or withhold funding from thousands of research projects. Tomorrow, Bhattacharya is set to appear before a Senate appropriations subcommittee to discuss a proposed $18 billion slash to the NIH budget--about 40 percent of the agency's current allocation.



The letter, titled the Bethesda Declaration (a reference to the NIH's location in Bethesda, Maryland), is modeled after the Great Barrington Declaration, an open letter published by Bhattacharya and two of his colleagues in October 2020 that criticized "the prevailing COVID-19 policies" and argued that it was safe--even beneficial--for most people to resume life as normal. The approach that the Great Barrington Declaration laid out was, at the time, widely denounced by public-health experts, including the World Health Organization and then-NIH director Francis Collins, as dangerous and scientifically unsound. The allusion in the NIH letter, officials told me, isn't meant glibly: "We hoped he might see himself in us as we were putting those concerns forward," Jenna Norton, a program director at the National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases, and one of the letter's organizers, told me.



None of the NIH officials I spoke with for this story could recall another time in their agency's history when staff have spoken out so publicly against a director. But none of them could recall, either, ever seeing the NIH so aggressively jolted away from its core mission. "It was time enough for us to speak out," Sarah Kobrin, a branch chief at the National Cancer Institute, who has signed her name to the letter, told me. To preserve American research, government scientists--typically focused on scrutinizing and funding the projects most likely to advance the public's health--are now instead trying to persuade their agency's director to help them win a political fight with the White House.



In an emailed statement, Bhattacharya said, "The Bethesda Declaration has some fundamental misconceptions about the policy directions the NIH has taken in recent months, including the continuing support of the NIH for international collaboration. Nevertheless, respectful dissent in science is productive. We all want the NIH to succeed." A spokesperson for HHS also defended the policies the letter critiqued, arguing that the NIH is "working to remove ideological influence from the scientific process" and "enhancing the transparency, rigor, and reproducibility of NIH-funded research."

The agency spends most of its nearly $48 billion budget powering science: It is the world's single-largest public funder of biomedical research. But since January, the NIH has canceled thousands of grants--originally awarded on the basis of merit--for political reasons: supporting DEI programming, having ties to universities that the administration has accused of anti-Semitism, sending resources to research initiatives in other countries, advancing scientific fields that Trump officials have deemed wasteful.



Prior to 2025, grant cancellations were virtually unheard-of. But one official at the agency, who asked to remain anonymous out of fear of professional repercussions, told me that staff there now spend nearly as much time terminating grants as awarding them. And the few prominent projects that the agency has since been directed to fund appear either to be geared toward confirming the administration's biases on specific health conditions, or to benefit NIH leaders. "We're just becoming a weapon of the state," another official, who signed their name anonymously to the letter, told me. "They're using grants as a lever to punish institutions and academia, and to censor and stifle science."



NIH officials have tried to voice their concerns in other ways. At internal meetings, leaders of the agency's institutes and centers have questioned major grant-making policy shifts. Some prominent officials have resigned. Current and former NIH staffers have been holding weekly vigils in Bethesda, commemorating, in the words of the organizers, "the lives and knowledge lost through NIH cuts." (Attendees are encouraged to wear black.)



But these efforts have done little to slow the torrent of changes at the agency. Ian Morgan, a postdoctoral fellow at the NIH and one of the letter's signers, told me that the NIH fellows union, which he is part of, has sent Bhattacharya repeated requests to engage in discussion since his first week at the NIH. "All of those have been ignored," Morgan said. By formalizing their objections and signing their names to them, officials told me, they hope that Bhattacharya will finally feel compelled to respond. (To add to the public pressure, Jeremy Berg, who led the NIH's National Institute of General Medical Sciences until 2011, is also organizing a public letter of support for the Bethesda Declaration, in partnership with Stand Up for Science, which has organized rallies in support of research.)



Scientists elsewhere at HHS, which oversees the NIH, have become unusually public in defying political leadership, too. Last month, after Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.--in a bizarre departure from precedent--announced on social media that he was sidestepping his own agency, the CDC, and purging COVID shots from the childhood-immunization schedule, CDC officials chose to retain the vaccines in their recommendations, under the condition of shared decision making with a health-care provider.



Many signers of the Bethesda letter are hopeful that Bhattacharya, "as a scientist, has some of the same values as us," Benjamin Feldman, a staff scientist at the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, told me. Perhaps, with his academic credentials and commitment to evidence, he'll be willing to aid in the pushback against the administration's overall attacks on science, and defend the agency's ability to power research.



But other officials I spoke with weren't so optimistic. Many at the NIH now feel they work in a "culture of fear," Norton said. Since January, NIH officials have told me that they have been screamed at and bullied by HHS personnel pushing for policy changes; some of the NIH leaders who have been most outspoken against leadership have also been forcibly reassigned to irrelevant positions. At one point, Norton said, after she fought for a program focused on researcher diversity, some members of NIH leadership came to her office and cautioned her that they didn't want to see her on the next list of mass firings. (In conversations with me, all of the named officials I spoke with emphasized that they were speaking in their personal capacity, and not for the NIH.)



Bhattacharya, who took over only two months ago, hasn't been the Trump appointee driving most of the decisions affecting the NIH--and therefore might not have the power to reverse or overrule them. HHS officials have pressured agency leadership to defy court orders, as I've reported; mass cullings of grants have been overseen by DOGE. And as much as Bhattacharya might welcome dissent, he so far seems unmoved by it.



In early May, Berg emailed Bhattacharya to express alarm over the NIH's severe slowdown in grant making, and to remind him of his responsibilities as director to responsibly shepherd the funds Congress had appropriated to the agency. The next morning, according to the exchange shared with me by Berg, Bhattacharya replied saying that, "contrary to the assertion you make in the letter," his job was to ensure that the NIH's money would be spent on projects that advance American health, rather than "on ideological boondoggles and on dangerous research." And at a recent NIH town hall, Bhattacharya dismissed one staffer's concerns that the Trump administration was purging the identifying variable of gender from scientific research. (Years of evidence back its use.) He echoed, instead, the Trump talking point that "sex is a very cleanly defined variable," and argued that gender shouldn't be included as "a routine question in order to make an ideological point."


 The officials I spoke with had few clear plans for what to do if their letter goes unheeded by leadership. Inside the agency, most see few levers left to pull. At the town hall, Bhattacharya also endorsed the highly contentious notion that human research started the pandemic--and noted that NIH-funded science, specifically, might have been to blame. When dozens of staffers stood and left the auditorium in protest, prompting applause that interrupted Bhattacharya, he simply smiled. "It's nice to have free speech," he said, before carrying right on.
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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, 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 beside 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," 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-cheesesteak-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




Updated at 2:45 p.m. ET on June 5, 2025

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, but the company declined to provide further specifics about the attempt.)

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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Democrats' Male-Voter Problem

Plus: What Donald Trump is planning, and why Democrats aren't ready for it

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 President Donald Trump's behind-the-scenes strategy to subvert the 2026 midterm elections, by creating chaos to justify his use of extreme executive power. David also discusses how Trump's feud with Elon Musk reveals a deeper truth about power in the postdemocracy Republican Party.

Then David is joined by Arizona Senator Ruben Gallego to discuss how Democrats can win the votes of young men, the importance of free trade and patriotism in today's Democratic Party, and how Gallego has been so successful with Latino voters at a time when Latino men are trending so strongly Republican.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to another episode of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week is Senator Ruben Gallego from Arizona, one of the rising stars of the Democratic Party.

I recorded my interview with Senator Gallego on June 5, and at that time, I also recorded a monologue talking about the White House farce, tragedy, conflict between Elon Musk and Donald Trump--Elon Musk being the richest man in the world, the biggest contributor to the Trump campaign, the de facto chief of staff and vice president to Donald Trump; and Donald Trump, the president of the United States.

But one of the lessons of the Trump years is: It never pays to do things early. You always want to leave things to the last minute because however outrageous the big story on Thursday is, there may be something that happens on the weekend that is even bigger. And so it is. So we're topping that topper with another topper.

Over the weekend, there was an outbreak of unruly protest, disorderly protest, and even violent protest in Los Angeles against immigration raids by the Trump administration. I'm at some distance; I wasn't an eyewitness. I'm relying on news reports, and there's some uncertainty about exactly what happened, but it looks like rocks were thrown at ICE vehicles. Protesters tried to impede ICE officers doing their duty. Fireworks were shot off. A car seems to have been set on fire.

Now, all of this is illegal, disorderly, and must, of course, be met by the force of law. Fortunately, there are nearly 9,000 officers of the Los Angeles Police Department, uniformed officers with the right to arrest. And the state of California--in cities and counties and at the state level--deploys, altogether, more than 75,000 uniformed officers with arrest powers. So given the state of the situation, there looked to be nothing that the state of California couldn't cope with on its own.

Mercifully, at the time I record today, there were no reports of any injury to any law-enforcement personnel, which, if correct, gives you some idea of the disorderly and upsetting, but genuinely limited, nature of the lawbreaking on hand.

Nevertheless, President Trump announced an intent to federalize California's National Guard and send 2,000 military personnel into the state, and Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth chimed in with an offer of sending actual Marines from bases in California. Now, this is being reported as, in some ways, an immigration story, but it's really much, much more than that. By the way, as it happened, it looks like the National Guard was never sent (or certainly wasn't sent in time), and the Marines also weren't sent.

I think a way to think about what happened in California this weekend is as a trial run, a test, a practice for things that Donald Trump has in mind in 2026. Observers of the Trump administration have noted a strange paradox. On the one hand, Donald Trump is doing one after another outrageous act of seeming violation of rules, seeming illegality, selling billions of dollars of coins to persons unknown, accepting foreign jets--things that, if he loses the protection of control of the House of Representatives and the Senate in 2026, portend a world of trouble and even legal jeopardy for him in the second two years of his administration.

And yet, facing that danger, Donald Trump has blithely done one thing after another that seems guaranteed to lose him at least the House, and maybe both House and Senate, in 2026: the tariffs, this tax bill that offers very little to ordinary people, the economy slowly being ground into recession under the burden of all of his restrictive actions. I mean, to do tariffs and an immigration crackdown at the same time is really asking for an economic slowdown.

So how do you make sense of this? Does Donald Trump not know that the elections are coming? Does he not sense the danger that he's in, of what will happen to him, of what could happen to him should his party lose its ability to protect him in House and Senate? Well, I think the answer is: Donald Trump does know, and he does have a scheme to protect himself, but it's not doing popular things to keep his majorities in Congress. It's looking for ways to subvert the 2026 elections to prevent them from happening, or at least to control them so they don't threaten him at all.

Now, we have had some inklings of Donald Trump's thinking along these lines. We saw them in 2020, when people close to Donald Trump--like his former national security adviser Michael Flynn--advised him to use the military to suppress the 2020 vote. But Flynn's advice in 2020 came too late. The election had already happened. Flynn was looking to overturn an election in the past, not to prevent an election in the future. And that's a big thing to do, especially when court after court after court has ruled that the president and his supporters' claims against the 2020 election were utterly meritless.

Also, Donald Trump in 2020 had a military around him that was not likely to obey illegal orders. Under Secretary of Defense [Mark] Esper and under chairman of the Joint Chiefs Mark Milley, the Defense Department had said, Look--we will follow any lawful order of the president. But when the president suggests shooting protesters--as he did during the George Floyd riots--we're going say, "Mr. President, are you quite sure? I'm not gonna take a hint here. I need an order, and I need it maybe in writing, so that when I am court-martialed, I can show, 'The president told me to shoot those people.'" And Donald Trump always backed down because he couldn't rely on Esper and Milley to take the hint about what he wanted done.

But here's how his mind worked. We saw this in 2018. In October 2018, as Donald Trump was heading toward midterm elections that would cost him his majority in the House of Representatives, he began to get very upset about an immigration caravan that was supposedly--a so-called caravan that was--heading toward the border. And he began talking in October 2018 about needing a state of emergency to do something about this, to freeze the border, to militarize the southern states.

Now, that didn't go very far. In the first term, Trump's talk was often much more radical than Trump's actions. But you could see the way his mind was going. The president has very broad and quite messy emergency powers. He can do a lot of different things by invoking a state of emergency. He thought about it in 2018. He thought about it in 2020. He wasn't able to do it either time.

But in 2026, he's going to have a very different kind of administration around him. He's got a former talk-show host as a secretary of defense, one with a long list of allegations of heavy drinking and allegations of sexual abuse against him, who's completely beholden to Donald Trump. There are similarly beholden people running the Department of Homeland Security and the FBI. There's a striking lack of independent voices of people with substantial reputations and long-proven integrity--and, for that matter, proven loyalty to the law of the United States. He's got the administration of his dreams, and he's got the problem of a lifetime: the risk of losing the House of Representatives. So what's the plan? The state of emergency. And that was tested in California.

Now, how would this work? Theoretically, of course. We don't know any of this. I'm just telling you how a criminally minded person might advise the president. The president doesn't have a button he can press to stop elections. Elections are administered by the states. But what the president can do is put pressure on certain states, or delay or stop elections in certain states in order to convene the House of Representatives, which will be full of newly elected people from his states and vacancies from the other states.

There's some precedent for this. In 2018, the island of Saipan, which is a U.S. territory, was hit by a devastating typhoon, and the governor of the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands issued a series of emergency declarations--he's acting under federal executive power; it's not a state--including ordering postponing elections that were to be held in the territory for two weeks, including an election to the U.S. House of Representatives, where the Northern Marianas have a nonvoting delegate.

No one questioned this. It's a genuine typhoon, and things really were terribly, terribly disrupted. And two weeks is not so long to wait for the right to vote in the face of a genuine emergency. But that was a proof of the power to delay an election that could be wielded by a functionary of the executive branch.

Back during Reconstruction, the Grant administration often sent federal troops into areas where there was Ku Klux Klan activity to postpone elections, reorganize elections, redo elections. Again, that was Reconstruction; they were facing terroristic violence that was threatening the rights of, in South Carolina, half the population of the state. But there are precedents here.

Now, imagine this in 2026. President Trump provokes some kind of outbreak in California or in some other blue state. He declares a state of emergency. He sends the National Guard. And he says elections have to be postponed until order is restored. That may be weeks; it may be months. In the meantime, there are no representatives from California in the U.S. House of Representatives. With missing blue-state representatives, the red-state people will continue their majority, even though they would likely lose it in a free and fair election in 2026. I'm not saying this is something that will happen, but it's something that could happen, and I think it was something we just saw tested.

So I think as President Trump's mind wanders into places where no president's mind has ever wandered before, it's going to fall upon all of us to let our minds follow afterwards--to listen to the hints, to listen to things that sound crazy, to listen to people who sound crazy, because they may be the prophets of what's to come.

And now some thoughts on the Elon Musk-Donald Trump dispute, and then my interview with Senator Ruben Gallego.

[Music]

Frum: Everyone's talking about this. It's hard to think of anything additional to say beyond what's been said. But there's a point that I'd like to flag that I think has not gone discussed enough, which is: It's kind of insulting and kind of dangerous that American citizens have to care about this kind of personal dispute at the highest levels of government.

The question of whose side you're on in this kind of personality spat is not something you expect to see in a rule-of-law government. In an authoritarian regime, for sure. Presidents and secret-police chiefs fall out, and one will assassinate the other, send the other to prison. There will be coups and countercoups. But in a democratic rule-of-law system of government, personality is supposed to count not for nothing, but for a lot less. These are all functionaries. These are all servants of the people, highly replaceable. And when they dispute, historically, we expect their disputes to reflect something other than their mere selfish-ego needs.

For example, at the beginning of the Biden administration, there was a big dispute between former Secretary of the Treasury Larry Summers, one of the most important outside advisers of the Biden administration, and many of the economic insiders in the Biden administration. Summers warned that the spending plans of the Biden administration were probably too big for the needs of the economy and were likely to generate inflation. As it happened, he was right, but that's not the point.

Others in the Biden administration said, No, we made a mistake in the Obama administration, not spending enough before we were out of the woods. And anyway, this is an opportunity to get done a lot of things that we and the Democratic Party think are important. So we want to proceed with these spending plans, even at the risk of inflation.

And there was a big dispute about that. As I said, Summers was right, but that was hard to know in advance. The other people were certainly motivated by sincere concerns for their vision of the public good. And sometimes it got a little testy, and some personality issues did flare up, and people made ad hominem arguments, as they will. But what everyone understood was: This is not an argument about Summers trying to dominate the insiders, and the insiders trying to dominate Summers.

They were talking about something important to the public well-being: How big should the Biden post-COVID recovery plans be? How much money should be spent? How much debt should be incurred? This was something that honest and intelligent people could have meaningful, impersonal disagreements about, even if, as I said, ego gets attached, tempers flare, and the unfortunate things are said. That's the way it's supposed to be.

And you can find examples of this in many other administrations. Hawks during the Cold War days--there were always disputes between the hawks and the doves, between those who wanted to have a more forward policy toward the Soviet Union and those who wanted to try harder on detente, those who were more optimistic about China and those who were less optimistic. And always the question of: Where does the government spend its money? How? On what?

All of these things cause tensions and disputes. And you'll find them in back issues of old periodicals about the events of the day. But the theory was, and the practice usually was, that the issues drove the personalities, not the personalities drove the issues. It was not a question of personalities in dispute looking for reasons, looking for weapons to use against each other in the form of issues. It was a dispute about real issues: Should the government spend more after COVID? Should it spend less? How real is the risk of inflation in 2021, versus how real is the risk of persistent long-term unemployment? That's the way it's supposed to be.

What's going on between Trump and Elon Musk is like something out of (you'd read it in the pages of) Tacitus in the Roman empire, something out of postcolonial states, something you'd see in the Soviet Union when the secret police would dispute with the army. This is about egos and imperatives, about two people who see themselves as independent of anybody else and as principals, not as servants of the public. It's a question of personalist government.

I mean, think how weird and anomalous and really sinister the position of Elon Musk was. Elon Musk was the head of a government department. Now, formally, other people were named as the head of this DOGE--whatever, the Department of Government Efficiency--but Musk was given status as a special government employee. Everyone could see he was in charge. He hired other outside people and brought them in.

All of this at the same time as he was one of the government's largest contractors, and at the same time as he was an independent businessman who had not divested any of his companies. Normally, if you're a business leader and you go into government, you have to sever yourself from your business interests to avoid conflict-of-interest rules, which are not just opinions in the government but are actually backed by the force of law, or used to be--that if someone in government employ uses his power or her power to do something that advantages his business interests or hers, or to disadvantage a competitor or hers, that's against the law. And there are a variety of statutes that can catch you up.

Musk every day was ignoring all of those practices and rules and legislation, some of them backed by the force of criminal sanction. And the people who he brought into government, again, they often had outside interests or had past concerns that would've subjected them to conflict-of-interest rules. All of that, ignored. They imposed big cuts in important areas of government--not just the tragedy of cutting the HIV program in Africa, PEPFAR, that saved tens of millions of lives since it was initiated by President George W. Bush, but Securities and Exchange Commission, Internal Revenue Service. Agencies that directly bore on the active business interests of Donald Trump and Elon Musk, these were shut down by Elon Musk.

And maybe all those IRS employees who were in charge of auditing high-income individuals, maybe those SEC people who were dealing with allegations of SEC issues involving Musk, maybe they were all irrelevant and unnecessary and redundant and overstaffed. Or maybe they were just in the way, and somebody used personal power to get rid of them--personal power that was converted into state power to get rid of them.

Now, Musk is not activated just by self-interest. He does have these weird ideological ticks that seem to be getting weirder. And those have been part of what has driven the United States government too. The United States is turning away refugees from everywhere, including people who serve the United States and Afghanistan, and it's rolling out a red carpet for white Afrikaner farmers.

I don't know--maybe they've got a claim. I'm not hostile to the white Afrikaner farmers. But it is strange that there's a locked door for everybody else and a red carpet for the people with whom Elon Musk identifies, as his family originally comes from South Africa. Again, this is a question of using state power for personal ends.

Look--the statement that is supposed to define the United States government is that it's a government of laws, not men. The rules and regulations, the government is always supposed to be more powerful, more enduring, more important than the people who work in it. And the people there are there to serve. But that idea really does seem to be jettisoned--not just abandoned, but actively jettisoned, repudiated--in the Trump years. And this dispute exemplifies it.

Musk's particular criticisms of Trump's so-called big--what do you [call it]? Big, bouncing baby boy--whatever he calls that bill. Musk's may well be valid. The bill is irresponsible; it does add a lot of money to the debts and deficits in the out years. There's a kind of card trick going on here, where, in 2017, when Trump passed his first tax cut or the tax cut of the first administration, the only reason it met the deficit-and-debt rules that it had to be passed under was by saying it would expire in 2025.

Now that it is expiring in 2025, the Trump people say, Well, it doesn't really cost anything, because we're largely extending tax cuts that were passed in 2017. Yeah. But in 2017, you said they would expire, and that's why they had one price. If they don't expire, they have a different price, and you're engaged in a kind of hustle.

And so Musk's criticisms of this, they may well be true. But he's not criticizing because he's motivated by a disinterested concern for the public finances. Remember how his interests were exempted from all the budget cuts that were imposed on other people. He's mad at Trump for his own reasons, and so he's using a weapon at hand.

In his case, at least one of the things he's reaching for is true. The others--accusing Trump of being in the Epstein files--those may be more far-fetched. But he's reaching for everything he can get--but not because he cares about these issues, but because he's asserting his own ego to punish someone he's mad at. And Trump is doing the same. Trump is threatening to withdraw government business from Elon Musk's companies.

And, again, look--there's a strong case that Starlink and SpaceX should not be in private hands, the United States government should take them over. These are essential to national security. And if it's true that Elon Musk turned off Starlink to disadvantage the Ukrainians, he was using his corporate power for personal, ideological, or other interests at the expense of the public welfare. So that has to be dealt with.

But Donald Trump, again, is not motivated by impersonal concern for the public welfare. He's punishing an opponent. And so suddenly, conflict-of-interest rules that didn't interest him 15 minutes ago are suddenly the order of the day. We are having a breakdown of the rule-of-law system in the United States. I've often worried that you could have a Trump administration, or you could have the rule of law in the United States, but not both. You could have Elon Musk in government, or you could have government be pure of conflicts of interest, but not both. The law is the victim of both these men. And both of them need to be run out of town as fast as possible, after which, let the law take its course.

And now my conversation with Senator Ruben Gallego. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: The story of Senator Ruben Gallego is both an amazing story of personal achievement and also a classic American narrative of what this country can deliver. A son of immigrants in this country from Latin America, Ruben Gallego grew up in Chicago in a single-parent home. He joined the Marine Corps while still an undergraduate at Harvard. He served in combat in Iraq in a unit fiercely engaged with the insurgency. He settled in Arizona after his military service, was elected to the state assembly as a Democrat, then defied the red wave of 2014 to win election to the U.S. House of Representatives in that difficult year.

Here's where the high political drama begins. In 2018, Arizona Democrats elected Kyrsten Sinema to the U.S. Senate. In office, Sinema became alienated from her party and ultimately declared herself an independent. Congressman Gallego emerged as the leading challenger to Sinema's reelection. She decided not to run again, rather than face him. He then faced the ultra-Trumpy election denier Kari Lake in the general election of 2024, and beat her too. Along the way, Gallego's own image as a fighting progressive has shifted toward the political center. He's now regarded by many Democrats as one of their brightest future stars, and it's a pleasure and honor to welcome him to The David Frum Show.

Senator, thank you for joining us today.

Ruben Gallego: Gracias, David.

Frum: I'm speaking to you from about as deep inside the beltway as you can get--like, almost the buckle of the beltway. And some of our viewers may share that same condition with me. So just to enlighten all of us, when you said your constituents want a "big-ass truck," how big-ass is the truck they want?

Gallego: (Laughs.) Well, big enough for them to feel like they've succeeded in life. And I think that's, basically, what I'm trying to say. And when I joked about it, it really is somewhat true. Like, if you grow up, like I did, in a working-class Latino family, your measure of success was what people would consider artificial, but is actually real. It's the real, tangible things: Buying a home, being able to get a nice truck that is responsive to the fact that you worked hard for this, and you took a lot of pride in that truck. You wash that truck on the driveway every weekend, with your kids.

And when we can't deliver that as a party--me and Democrats as a party--if these men feel that we're not able to get them that future that can allow them to buy that "big-ass truck," or take that vacation, or feel a little more comfortable, or buy that house, or start that business, then we're going to lose their votes.

Frum: Well, let me ask you about that lesson. So I was going through the leadership of both parties, House and Senate, and I'm struck that leader after leader comes from about as safe a state as you can get: South Dakota; Wyoming; or New York, New York. And that's true, by the way, with the executive branch too. Donald Trump used to be a New Yorker, but he became a Floridian to run again in 2024. J. D. Vance comes from what used to be a swing state, Ohio--not a swing state anymore.

You're one of the very few people who's in the national conversation who comes from a highly competitive state, possibly even the most competitive state. So as someone who's won elections in a competitive state, what lessons do you think you have for the people who are looking at politics from the safety of the sidelines?

Gallego: Well, I think one of the things that you could give the credit to, really, me and Mark Kelly, for example, my senior senator, is that we don't have the luxury of being in anything safe.

And one of the benefits about Arizona, too, is that there is no real bubble in Arizona. I guess you could be in a political bubble if you want, but, you know, Democrats and Republicans live next to each other. They're still friends. They still hang out. They still work together. This is why you saw so many Gallego-Trump voters, right? Because these are the people that can make these nuanced separations of who they want, who they think best represents them.

And it also means that you can't avoid what is going on or what people's fears are. You know, one of the things that I think was very instructive for us--at least, like, just generally for my campaign--is that one of the things that that helped us is that we were very realistic about what was happening out there, what people were feeling. And while everyone was trying to say that the economy was getting better--because I think I'm in a competitive state, and, generally, I don't really live in an uppity area; I live in a working-class area in South Phoenix; I really get to touch real grass all the time--and I heard it from people at the grocery store, at the gas stations that they were just having a tough time making ends meet. And this isn't 2022 when I'm hearing this. I'm hearing this in early 2024. I'm hearing the sense of desperation that they're just working so hard, and they're just not getting anywhere.

Or these young men and women that are looking at the world that they don't understand anymore, because, you know, for Arizona, four years ago, if you had a family making middle-class, middle-income salary, you could afford a house. Now the average house in Arizona is about $530,000. And good luck, you know, finding that house; it's probably far out in the middle of nowhere and, on average, a 7.5 percent mortgage.

And so we talked to the voter about what they wanted to hear and talk about and what they were worried about. When everyone was trying to deny that there was a problem at the border, every Democrat was trying to deny the problem at the border, we knew that that was just not the case. And people were still talking about the border. They were worried about it, and they were mad at Democrats for allowing this chaos to happen.

Instead of running away from it, we ran right to the fight and brought the arguments about why we were better than our opponent on these issues. And I think that ended up being one of the saving graces, why we're able to outperform really all Senate Democrats in the country, considering, especially, that Arizona does have about 300,000 more registered Republicans than Democrats.

We have no choice as candidates--me, Mark Kelly, other statewide candidates--to make sure that we are actually figuring out a way to win in a bipartisan manner, by keeping our values also as Democrats but also delivering to Arizona. We have no choice. We have to do it.

Frum: One of the things I noticed about Democrats from sort of the safer areas is: They attach a lot of importance to words, and often more importance to words rather than to things. And I'm struck here--

Gallego: Or deeds, yeah.

Frum: There's been a project to evaluate why Democrats are doing poorly with men. And when you read the discussion about it, it's all about changing the way we speak, changing the way we frame things. The idea that there might actually be something of substance that is the problem, that's not something that seems to be very acceptable. Now, you don't have that luxury.

Gallego: I don't have the luxury. But also, it's like you don't--the Democrats are all about data until they don't like the data. The data for men is: They're just not doing well. This is not just Black men, Latino men. This is all men, right? We have the lowest amount of college attainment. Salaries are going down. Life expectancies are going down. There's just this general discontent within the male population. If you just look at the data, you would say, Hey--this population of the United States is not doing well. We should figure out what to do about it. Let's have conversations. Let's have town halls. Let's have real studies about this.

And what you see, and what I've seen in the past, is there's this--I try not to exaggerate how sometimes the Democrats can be anti-male, but there is a certain amount of that that does happen. When you start talking about it, people are saying, like, Oh, you're concentrating on males and forgetting X, Y, Z population, which I don't think is the case. I think we care about Americans. We should care about all Americans. And if men aren't doing well, us as a party who are supposed to care for the people that are not doing well, we should do something about it.

And we could do, at the same time, making sure we're protecting women's rights, making sure that women are also at the forefront of everything, that we're protecting the LBGTQ community, all these kinds of things, right? But the fact is, for some reason, Democrats have gotten sheepish about this. You know, there's people that are involved in different types of think tanks about the status of men and boys, and they're largely frozen out of the conversations around Democratic policy making, because what we want is: We want the male vote, but we want it cheaply. We want the male vote to come to us without us getting some other interest groups pissed off. And we also want the male vote to come with us, and we want it to be within our safe little tent of ideas and ideology, and we want them to be perfectly fine to fit with all of our other friends.

Which, guess what? That's just not how we're going to win. We're going to have to accept that some of these male voters are not going to be aligned with certain sectors of our tent if we want to win. If we don't want to win, then fine. Accept that we're going to be a small tent, and hopefully we win once in a while. But in reality: The Democrats want the male vote without actually having to work the male vote. And they think they can just throw a bunch of dudes on podcasts and, you know, bro it up, and that's somehow going to solve the problem. It's not going to solve the problem.

Frum: One thing that has been attended in the Trump years--and you can say this is actually a good thing about America, and maybe even one of Donald Trump's few positive legacies--is the American melting pot does continue to bubble along. You can see it as early as the 2010s, but you can really see it happening in the 2020s, that we are seeing a big decrease in race and ethnic polarization in the United States.

But we're paying for it by having this big increase in sex polarization. So men are men. Women are women. Wherever they come from, whatever the color of their skin, the women are voting more like each other; the men are voting more like each other. So the melting pot is bubbling, but the wall of separation between the sexes seems to be getting higher and higher.

Gallego: Yeah, a hundred percent. And look--some of it is COVID-induced. Some of it is: They're listening to different things. One of the things we knew instinctively, because growing up Latino and working class: Latino men do not intently watch Univision, Telemundo. They don't intently follow politics. They largely are disconnected from the normal avenues of--well, I would say that normal people kind of consume news and political news.

And one of the things that I emphasized on my campaign early on is a nontraditional way to reach these men, because you've got to understand the way these guys are. I mean, when I was in construction, I would wake up at 6 a.m., go to the site. Hopefully, it'd be done by 3 p.m. but probably not. So maybe you're back at home by 5 p.m. You're dirty as hell. You're smelly as hell. You're jumping in the shower, and then maybe, you know, you're in time--you've made it home in time for dinner, right? You're sitting down to dinner, and then you have probably a couple hours before you zonk out to start the next day.

Do you want to spend that time watching the news? Do you want to spend that time talking politics? No. You want to spend time with your family or with your friends, because your day sucked, and it's going to suck again tomorrow. And so you do this rinse and repeat, rinse and repeat.

So where are they getting all their information from? Well, a couple places. Number one, they're getting it from their other coworkers at worksites--which by the way, people forget when it comes to Latino men, the people they're most likely to work with besides other Latino men are white working-class men, right? And white working-class men are very much politically involved and have a lot of political information that they're getting. And they're sharing it with their Latino coworkers, right?

And number two, they're living off their phones through different social media, whether it's Instagram, Snapchat, or all this kind of stuff, Twitter. So one of the things that we emphasize is trying to figure out how to get a message, a vibe, about who I was to these Latino male voters early on, so that way they understood, like, Ruben Gallego is a Democrat. Ruben Gallego says he's for the working class. But then we also had a very strong cultural attachment. Like, He understands me. He actually worked at factories, worked in construction, understands the dignity of work, the responsibility of a man to his family, to provide for his family, and how important that is to me as a man.

And that kind of stuff, we are afraid to approach to get these men to start considering us as Democrats. And then, because we never talk about it, we never give them the dignity of allowing them to be family leaders and not making them feel bad about being family leaders. And then we're surprised when, year after year, we don't continue to have this conversation with us, they keep on moving away from us. And it's a dumb trade-off, because we continue to do that because we think that somehow we're going to piss off female voters.

And I don't think that's the case. Female voters are worried about their sons or daughters and their husbands. They're worried about the fact that they're becoming less social. They're worried about the fact that they're not actually being productive in life. And they want to have good husbands--heck, they want to have good ex-husbands that are involved with their kids' lives, and they're making good pay and paying their child support, things of that nature.

But for some reason, the Democrats have continued this trade-off, and it's going to continue going until we realize: Making sure [of] people's economic needs will cross all racial barriers and, if you do it rightly, will also cross these gender gaps that we're seeing.

Frum: Well, let me ask you: You're famous for having banned the use of the term Latinx from any communication you do. But let me ask you about a term you've been using: Latino. You're originally from Chicago. If someone practiced politics in Chicago 100 years ago and someone said there's this thing called an Eastern European o--Croat, Serbs, they're the same; Poles, Ukrainians are the same; everybody loves the Ashkenazi Jews--it's just one thing.

Gallego: I think if Chicago, like--if you weren't Irish or Scottish or Polish, you were Bohemian. That's the way they would describe any European that they couldn't describe. Yeah. And then me, growing up, you were Spanish or Mexican, if you were lucky, or Puerto Rican.

Frum: But let me ask you this: Is this concept of Latino helping anybody understand anything at all? And as particularly the Democratic Party, that a lot of Democratic Party politics has been driven over the past quarter century by the idea, Okay, there's this new minority. They all come from the same continent and half a continent--because Mexico, of course, is in North America--and most of them speak Spanish, some speak Portuguese, some speak indigenous languages. But we're going to group them into a thing, and we're just going to assume we own them, and they're going to naturally gravitate to voting for us. They're going to be in opposition to the standard organization of American society, and they're going to want minority set-asides. And that's the way to talk to them. And the very invention of the concept of Latino has been a disabling--part of your family comes from Colombia; part of your family comes from Mexico. Those are very different historical experiences.

Gallego: Oh, hell yeah.

Frum: And with Eastern Europeans, we would understand if your father was Serbian and your mother was Croat, that didn't make you an Eastern European o; that made you a person with two different heritages that you had to balance.

Gallego: I think the mistake that happened, it's like the names don't matter so much. Now go back to why Latinx matters versus Latino: What happened within the progressive left, as well as the Democratic Party, is that you had all these Latinos that kept voting Democratic, right? Yeah, no matter what.

And the difference was two things. Number one: There was discrimination against Latinos. I mean, you saw signs going into the 1970s, you know, no spics, no dogs allowed. In the Southwest, there was housing discrimination, there was educational discrimination. And of course, that drove those voters to the Democratic Party, because we were the only party, really, that was outright for equality. The level of income attainment was extremely low. So the Latino population on average was poorer than the Anglo population. And the Democrats were the party of the middle class, a working class of: Who's going to protect your rights? Who's going to protect your wages? Who's going to give you an opportunity to go to a good school and live the American dream? That was the Democratic Party.

What happened is: the Democratic Party kind of kept on evolving, and the Latino population kept growing bigger and bigger. The Latino population changed--and I don't mean change, as in there was new populations that came in, except for the Cubans; that's another tangent and a weird story there. But we got bigger, and we also got richer within our population. And even though, on average, Latinos are poorer, we have a lot of great success stories in America, right?

If you look at the police forces in a lot of our big cities, you have a lot of Latino police forces. You have a lot of Latino firemen. So there's been this--and this is a good story, by the way. This is a good story. This is what you want to happen to your immigrant communities, right? This is the story of the American dream. We are moving up to middle class; we're moving everything else. And so the Democratic Party just never changed as the Latino population was changing, right?

And if anything, it actually went further away from what they were, right? Focusing more on social issues and not so much on the economic issues that we were known for. And then also, just adopting things that the Latino community would naturally be against, right? Open borders, for example, was something that if you had Latino friends, they would've told you, Well, that's dumb. Like, why? Why would you do that? Kind of the anti-police rhetoric. We live in neighborhoods where we want police to treat us well but also to be present, and this anti-police rhetoric that took off for many years affects them, especially, again, when we have so many people that are in the military--sorry, in the police force.

And this kind of moving away from this idea of patriotism being a core value of the Democratic Party and understanding that America is an exceptional country and we should pride and value that, it goes against the grain of what Latinos know, right? Our kids serve in the military. We actually come here because we think it's an exceptional country. And when Arizona--sorry, when Democrats are sheepish about talking about the country in that way, it does an impact.

Frum: Well, let me ask you about the military. So you were in Iraq. You served with a unit that took a lot of casualties. You saw some hard things. Some of the people in your cohort who returned from Iraq, like the serving vice president, have been radicalized and embittered--or so they say that's why they've been radicalized and embittered. He wasn't radicalized and embittered. I knew him when he immediately came back from Iraq, and he wasn't radicalized and embittered then, but the farther the experience recedes, the more embittered he becomes about it.

Other people who have served in the post-9/11 wars--like your former House colleague Dan Crenshaw, like some of your Senate colleagues, Tammy Duckworth--they retain their faith in America's purposes in the world, that American military power is a necessary thing and a force for good. How do you process your military experience, and how does it affect the way you think about America's role in the world and America's military in the world?

Gallego: Yeah, I mean, for me, it's pretty interesting just because, I mean, the vice president and I were actually in Iraq at the same time. He was serving on a base called Al Asad, and I was a frontline infantry unit that was never on base. And actually, my unit was from Ohio, so the Reserve unit I served with, Lima 3/25. And as you know, we ended up, unfortunately, seeing a lot of combat and lost a lot of men.

And I actually did come back embittered. I came back embittered at the administration for sending me to a bogus war to begin with. And they sent me to a bogus war without the equipment that I needed, that got a lot of my men killed--and the manpower, by the way, because I was covering an area the size of West Virginia with only a company of men, or battalion, I should say. And so I was very embittered at our government about that. But it never made me an isolationist, because I think, looking at the world in a rational way, we can't afford to be isolationist.

I want security for the future of my kids, and I want economic security too. Part of that is going to be that we have to have friends, and we need strong friends. Because we don't have the mass that China has. And I'm not talking about the military mass--because I don't want to go to war with China--but we don't actually have the actual manpower, economic leverage that we have, unless we have other friends, unless we have other allies. And when it comes to any kind of military support, having other friends that are with us.

And I want to prevent wars. I think the best way for us to prevent wars is to have alliances, is to believe in actual treaty obligations, and also to find ways to prevent wars through multilateralism, through investments in bringing down, for example, poverty around the world. I mean, one of the reasons why I had such a hard time fighting over there is because everybody in western Iraq was trying to kill me, and some of these people weren't even trying to kill me because they were idealogues, but because they were poor. Some insurgent was going to give him a hundred bucks just to drop an IED at the side of the road, right?

Like, I saw the actual results of instability in the world. And yes, there was a lot of bad leadership decisions and somewhat criminal decisions that came from the Bush administration. But tearing down the system that has actually brought the longest amount of peace, in general, in the longest time since World War II is just plain dumb. And some of the things that I think actually motivates these people to actually try to destroy these institutions is because: If there's less institutions that are connecting us, if there's more isolationism, it actually empowers the most powerful people within this country, which I don't think we want either.

I see this as the opposite way. It doesn't mean we have to be everywhere. I certainly have not supported engagements or potential engagements all around the world. I supported us, for example, when it came to the JCPOA, because I don't want to go to war with Iran, under President Obama. I've been against some of our potential expeditions and longstanding, overstayed, and out of compliance with some of our rules and regulations in terms of operating overseas, like in Syria and other countries. And I think we should have deep oversight.

But this idea that we're just going to go to zero and close down the borders, I think is just not, when it comes to our alliances, is just not realistic. It's not going to happen, and I think it's going to make more unsafe than anything else, and I think will actually lead us to more of a situation in terms of a confrontation with China than less.

Frum: You're on the border, and the Trump administration, one of its areas of greatest military adventurism has been with increased military activity in Mexico. They're overlying drones. They say the drones are unarmed, but they're drones that are capable of being armed. It looks like they didn't give the Mexican government advanced notice of all the drones that are flying. President Trump, the vice president, many others in the Republican Party have spoken about taking some kind of military action inside the territory of Mexico or on the seas that are just outside Mexico's territorial waters. How do you think about that as someone who represents Arizona?

Gallego: We want, and we do have, a good relationship with the Mexican government in Arizona. Our police forces will talk to their police forces. They have problems. There's no doubt there's corruption. There's no doubt. But what you've seen is when some of the best outcomes have always been when we've actually worked with our friends and treated them like friends and allies, and helped them build their capability to fight back, fight corruption, fight these cartels, fight these terrorists.

You've seen some of the best COIN operations in, for example, Colombia that were effective. And I think we could continue doing that. But if we decide to do these unilateral actions without working with these countries, without giving them some level of respect, we're going to end up having less support from that government, but less support from the people who will continue to hide these horrible, horrible humans that are also terrorizing these communities.

It's also very insulting to a lot of--and this is something that I've seen that we've done, not just to them but to sort of Afghan allies we're not rolling in. It's insulting to them as if they don't have some agency, right? Thousands and thousands of Mexican police officers, government workers die every year fighting these cartels. And the fact that we kind of give this whole broad brush and say they're all corrupt, they're all evil I think is something that's going, again, to not help us make friends where we need friends to fight these organizations.

Frum: Well, you mentioned Colombia. Until a little while ago, it looked like one of the big successes of American policy in the 21st century: Plan Colombia that restored order, the reorientation of the Colombian economy away from drugs to exporting agricultural goods that serve people rather than killed people.

Colombia got hit with a wave of tariffs by the Trump administration. Now he's helped to legitimate the far left that has come back into Colombian politics. Is that a situation that you follow, and what lessons do you see for countering surgency from the Colombian experience?

Gallego: Yeah, I do follow it a lot. Look--you know, when President Petro of Colombia really used this opportunity to kind of create this jingoistic situation where you're able to draw attention to the sins of what the United States is doing, and not necessarily the things that are occurring in Colombia, which economically aren't great. And when you're putting tariffs, you're creating two things: Number one, for your kind of marginal farmer, especially out in rural Colombia, doing, you know--export farming is profitable, but not that much. And it is also fairly marginal, right? It is a lot more profitable for you to farm and harvest cocoa, right? And other, drug, products.

And so you're making an economic incentive for people to move away. You're also messing with our economy, too (the United States economy), because talking to some of these big industries down there who import American flour, corn, soy--they're right now looking for new partners anywhere else besides the United States because they don't want to deal with the drama of Am I under a tariff? versus Am I not under a tariff?

You know, their biggest import from the United States is actually soy, which is ridiculous considering they're essentially next to--they share a border with--Brazil. Now, you know, the Brazilian soy market is hunting around in Colombia, trying to basically say, like, We're your better partner. They're gonna--look: They're gonna try to get flour from somewhere else. You know, the Colombian farmers, because it's a very volcanic earth, really value American tractors and farm equipment because they're solid. You know, they have a great reputation. They're easy to fix. The parts are easy to get. And now they're trying to get new products from Korea, from China, from Europe, because they don't want to deal every year, again, with whether your tractor is going to end up having a 10 percent, 20 percent tariff or counter-tariffs. So this is the instability we're causing.

That what was essentially unnecessary instability, right? Because Colombia has always accepted Colombians that are being returned for deportation. All they were asking is, like, Hey--just don't bring them in a military plane and we're fine. And I think that's some of the least thing we--one of the things we could do to keep relations, to keep the flow going, obviously, people that should be deported. But, you know, we end up, again, shooting ourselves in the foot because the way that this administration does security is they focus on being tough and not smart. They focus on showing, like, We're gonna do these things, but at the end of the day, all they're doing is causing more chaos.

They were talking about criminals, and now they're rounding up kids, rounding up parents, rounding up workers that we need, just so they could prove that they're wrong, when the voter really did not ask for that. They didn't ask for this, they asked for criminals. They asked for a tighter border; they got a tighter border. But now you're deporting families just so you could say you're hitting these arbitrary numbers that Stephen Miller wants.

Frum: A lot of you--you talk about the harm of tariffs very eloquently. A lot of people in your party have been having a difficult time articulating a tariff message because they actually kind of like tariffs.

If President Trump has been the most protectionist president since 1945, President Biden was the second-most. And so you hear a lot of Democrats saying things like, Well, I'm against dumb tariffs. I'm for smart tariffs, implying they're for smart tariffs, implying that there is or could be such a thing as a smart tariff.

And the result is you have a very narrow difference. And to your point just now, I mean, when Democrats say, I want to do the same thing as Donald Trump, but I want to do it smarter, what a lot of people hear is not, Well, you are smarter. [It's] Oh, you're the party of people who think they're so smart, but you don't actually have a principled criticism of what the president does. You're just showing off that you think you're better educated and more intelligent. But you want to do the same thing, only with fancier words, the way you always want to do it.

So are there Democrats who are going to be able to say, You know what? Tariffs are just dumb. Don't do them. We should trade in peace and freedom with the rest of the world?

Gallego: Are there? --I mean, I'm not a miracle worker here, David. But look--what we've seen in terms of the turnaround in our economy, right? If you would've said eight years ago that the United States was gonna be able to manufacture the majority of the chips it needs within 10 years, we would've been like, You're freaking nuts, right? Because all the chip manufacturing was being done overseas. And within that short time period, we were able to stand up and move U.S. manufacturing of advanced chips to a point where we're going to be net exporters in the next couple years.

That wasn't from tariff policy; that was from an actual industrial policy about how we're actually gonna brick this back, right? And we need to figure out how we can bring certain industries back and how we could do it smartly by competing, right? By having the best workers possible, by having the best industry possible, with having the best regulatory frameworks they could add to the tax policies, everything else. Like, that's how you make it.

So you could actually bring these middle-class jobs back. But the other thing that really annoys me is that, like, who do they think works these middle-class jobs? Who do you think works these factories? Right now they're about, last I heard--I'd have to go back and check. But, you know, we're probably close to a million--sorry, we're at about a million factory jobs that are opening right now. Those are immigrants that work those jobs. When I was working at a meat factory, growing up, I got $1 more because I was the only one that spoke English--or, well, I spoke English. I'm sure there's others that spoke English too.

But the people that worked at that factory were Mexican immigrants and Polish immigrants, right? So let's say we do build that steel plant here. First of all, let's find the investors that are willing to put in the seven to 10 years to build it. Like, the people that work in a lot of these places are the people that we're trying to kick out of this country right now, or won't let in.

And so how are we--how is this smart in any way?

Frum: You come from one of the most outward-facing states in America, in the country--a border state, a state with a dynamic economy, a state of entrepreneurship and immigration. If anyone's gonna carry a flag for open trade, free trade, it's gonna be a senator from Arizona. John McCain was a great free trader. Can we look to the senators from Arizona to lead the fight against tariffs and for free trade?

Gallego: Yeah. No, like, I think I can't speak for the other senator, but what we've seen is, like, Arizona is richer because of trade--and not just, by the way, [with] Mexico, which, by the way, has definitely been a big driver, besides the fact that everyone just focuses on the security side of it. We are actually a richer state, and the country would be much richer if we actually made our ports of entries faster, more aggressive, and predictable in some regards because some people don't know when they're gonna come in.

But we are now trading with, you know, all around the world. We just opened up a direct airline route, or will be soon, from Phoenix to Taiwan. Our jobs, our high-skilled jobs, our highest-paying jobs are due to trade. And in some regard, if we actually want stability, especially in the Western hemisphere, we should embrace free trade that, you know, emphasizes our brothers and sisters south of the border getting good-paying jobs, getting those industry jobs that we don't want to do in the United States, so they could stop the migrations that are moving here to the United States. There is a way for this all to be a win-win for the United States. And I think using our ability, in terms of our superpower--which I think our biggest superpower is actually human capital--where we can bring anyone from all around the world and use their drive, their brainpower and put it into this massive other amount of brainpower to experiences all around the world. We could outcompete anybody, but we actually have to believe in them. We have to make the investments in them. And I think that is going to be a better way to actually move the middle class, get them those jobs that they need, than these types of, like, ham-fisted tariff policies.

Frum: Last question, because I know we have a hard out, and you've been very generous with your time. You came from a tough background. You had an astonishing career. Your talent was picked out early. You went to Harvard. You volunteered. You saw some dark things in combat. You came back. You chose politics after that background at a strikingly early age. You didn't get rich first. You went into politics directly.

Gallego: I did want to get rich first, to be honest. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Why did you choose politics?

Gallego: You know, I think it really chose me. I always wanted to do government service. I actually thought that I was going to end up in the State Department, or the FBI, or something of that nature. I got back from the war--I mean, I was fucked up, to be honest. You know, my best friend died. It was seven months of just hard, hard combat.

And then we got back and, you know, we were Reservists, and they just let us go, right? So two weeks after I get back from Iraq, I am given my orders, I throw my stuff in my sea bag, and they're, Right. You're out; you're gone. You know, no housing, nothing. And luckily, I had friends and family to fall upon.

But then the stories started coming from my guys that they were having problems getting jobs. They were having problems getting VA treatments, getting into the VA--all these things that were just terrifying to me. And I was already pissed from the war because, again, they sent me to war without the proper armor on our vehicles, proper intelligence, without enough manpower, all this kind of stuff.

And so I found myself talking more and more to these guys about--these guys, my brothers--trying to help them get into the VA, trying to help them get into school. You know, some of them were living on my couch for a little bit to keep them off the streets. And I started complaining to the state reps, to the state senators, Why can't my guys have in-state tuition? Marines would be overseas for three years, and they'd come back to their home state or to another state, and they say, like, Well, you never lived here. Like, Yeah, well, I've been gone forever.

And it just kept on coming back and forth, back and forth, and I just kept complaining to congressmen and to everybody. And I realized that, I mean, everyone talks a big game, but no one really gives an f about us until they really need us.

But I have a purpose here, and it's going to continue to service. You know, my guys and I are going to have our 20-year reunion this year. I'm 45. I'm one of the older side of veterans, and if I'm not doing this right now, you know, who's going to hold this administration to the fire? They want to cut 83,000 veteran--VA employees arbitrarily, right? And for me, I'm able to use my position as a veteran, as a combat veteran, and I'm pushing back on them. I'm not sure if I was here, would someone be doing as aggressively as I am? And I think that that tells me I'm doing something right.

Frum: Thank you. Thank you for the time today. I'm really grateful. Thank you for the candor. It's been an interesting conversation. I really appreciate you taking the time for us. Bye-bye.

Gallego: Appreciate it. Adios.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Senator Gallego for joining me here on The David Frum Show. Remember, if you enjoy this dialogue and similar content, please subscribe to The Atlantic. That's the best way to support the work of The David Frum Show and all of my Atlantic colleagues.

I'm going to close with some farewell thoughts about the weekend ahead. If you are planning to fly into Washington, D.C., over the weekend of June 14, be prepared for a lot of airplane closures. Reagan National Airport will be closed, and traffic at the other regional airports is likely to be disrupted. The reason for this is the big parade scheduled for June 14.

Now, ostensibly, this is a parade to salute the 250th anniversary of the United States Army, founded in June of 1775. But we all know this story is not true. The Continental Navy was founded in the fall of 1775, and the Marines shortly thereafter. They, too, are celebrating 250th anniversaries this year. No parade for them, because their anniversaries do not coincide with the birthday of President Trump. President Trump is throwing a big birthday bash for himself at public expense, making a parade, which he has wanted for a long time.

And the Army is his excuse but not his motive. As I say, if it were the real thing, you would find a way to honor the Army, the Navy, and the Marine Corps together, all of them celebrating their 250th anniversary this year. Now, President Trump has wanted a big military parade since he saw one in France in his first term, on Bastille Day. The Army and the other services, the Department of Defense, resisted this demand for a long time, and for three main reasons.

The first was the reason of expense. The Trump birthday party, the military component of it, will cost, all in--both the cost of the parade and the cost of repaving the city streets afterwards--probably in the vicinity of $100 million. That's a very large amount of money, even by military standards. And in the first term, at least, the money would've been spent at a time of general prosperity and pretty lax controls of spending. In the second term, President Trump is engaged in massive budget cuts throughout the rest of the government. We've eliminated the PEPFAR program for Africa that delivers anti-HIV drugs to Africans of all ages, and especially children. People's lives are at risk to save the $7 billion that PEPFAR costs. It's indecent to be cutting PEPFAR and throwing the president a $100 million birthday party. So the military has resisted on grounds of expense.

They've also resisted on grounds of uselessness. Look--parades used to serve a purpose. The skills on display in a parade--marching in step, the cavalry trotting in line--those were highly relevant military skills in the days when armies fought in formation, when infantry formed into line, when cavalry moved at a trot. But in today's world, the skills that you need to do at a parade have nothing to do with how armies fight.

And the weeks and weeks of preparation that the units have to do in order to be ready for the parade is just a waste of time. And these are all, by the way, highly paid, highly skilled professionals. Their time is valuable. We want our war fighters, as Secretary of Defense Hegseth calls them, to be preparing to fight actual 21st-century war, not demonstrating their skill and readiness to fight the wars of the 18th and early 19th century.

But there's an even more fundamental reason that the Army resisted for such a long time, and that was: They sensed there was something political about these parades. Trump was not doing this, really, to salute the military. He was summoning the military to salute him. And the military, rightly, would never refuse an order, but they would point out, This is expensive. This is a distraction. And if you order us to do it, we will leak the details of how expensive and how useless it is to the newspapers, so that everyone will see what you are doing.

That was the first term. But in this second term, the military is headed by people who--unlike the military leadership in the first term--under Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, pose no resistance to the orders and demands and wishes and imperatives and whims of President Trump. The Hegseth DOD is an arm of Trump's PR politics. And so it's all parade, all the time. There is no one now to advocate for the interests of the national defense against the whims of the president.

I think this you've all heard before, but there's something else I want to point out here. The idea that a president would cause massive inconvenience to the traveling public, disrupt the traffic of the District of Columbia, all to honor himself is a real slap in the face and a real denial of the fundamental relationship that the constitutional system envisions between the president and the people.

The president is a public servant. He is the highest-ranking government employee. He's not the master. He's not the king. He's not the emperor. Traditionally, presidents receive no honor of any kind in their own lifetimes. If they had distinguished themselves in office, after they had passed then they would be honored in all kinds of ways: the Lincoln Memorial, the Jefferson Monument. Everything's the other way around. I think it's the Lincoln Monument and the Jefferson Memorial. You'd issue postage stamps for them. The streets would be named for them, counties. There are Jackson Counties all over the United States. Presidents were honored after the end of their lifetime. But in their time, they were just another government employee, like the undersecretary of agriculture. And there certainly was no public commemoration of their birthdays.

Donald Trump does not see himself as a public servant. He sees himself as a public master. That's why he's always demanding thanks for his allocation of government resources. When President Trump sends emergency assistance to a county that's in need, it's not his money. No one owes him any thank-you. He's doing his job, sending the public's money to the place where public law provides for it to go. And yet he thinks, because he is the president, he, therefore, is owed deference, he is owed obedience, he's owed thanks, and he's owed a parade.

And this habit of thinking is spreading through his government. Other Cabinet secretaries have also given themselves birthday parties of public expense and have issued statements on Twitter saluting the Cabinet secretary for the birthday. It's a habit that grows from the top down, and it's a violation of the way that Americans used to conduct themselves.

Look--in Britain, there's a long and lively tradition of military parades on the monarch's birthday. They troop the colors. In fact, this year, the trooping of the colors for King Charles's birthday will be June 14. Charles's birthday will be June 14, just like President Trump's parade. But Charles's parade is not on his actual birthday; his actual birthday is in November. but he's going to have his parade on June 14 because that's the best day for the public to watch it and enjoy it, and it's also the easiest day for the troops to parade. If you know London, you'd much rather parade in the June sunshine than in the November gloom and rain.

So Charles, the king of England, is thinking of others when he arranges the continuation of the long-established tradition of the trooping of the colors on the monarch's birthday. President Trump, ostensibly a servant of the people, ostensibly a lowercase r Republican official, ostensibly just the highest-ranking person in the government bureaucracy--he's doing more than King Charles to honor himself at other people's expense and other people's inconvenience. It's not the biggest scandal of the Trump administration by any means, but in some ways it's the most revealing.

Thanks so much for joining me today. I'm David Frum. I hope you'll return next week for another episode.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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Trump's Amplifier Administration

Thomas Friedman discusses the chaos of the president's conflicts--and how the wider world is viewing the instability.

by The Editors




In Donald Trump's first administration, he was surrounded by buffers and filters--but in his second, he's surrounded by amplifiers. On a special edition of Washington Week With The Atlantic, the foreign-affairs columnist Thomas Friedman joins to discuss the chaos of Trump's conflicts, and how world leaders are viewing the instability.

Meanwhile, the end of Donald Trump's friendship with Elon Musk was never really a question of "if," but "when." "Nothing here is modeled, nothing here is stress-tested, everything is a riff," Friedman said last night. "The country is being run like the Trump Organization today, not like the United States of America."

When it comes to Trump and Musk's feud, "we're dealing with two extremely unstable characters," Friedman continues. "But what's really more important is: What's the wider world audience saying?"

Watch the full episode with Friedman and The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, here.
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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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On this episode of The David Frum Show, David opens with a Memorial Day message about corruption and extortion in the Trump White House, including revelations about meme-coin pay-to-play schemes and foreign-financed golf courses.

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

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

The following is a transcript of the episode:

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

[Music]

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

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

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

George, welcome to the program.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Packer: Mm-hmm.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Packer: Reagan.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Packer: Exactly.

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

Packer: Thanks for having me, David.

[Music]

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Thank you.

[Music]

Frum: This episode of The David Frum Show was produced by Nathaniel Frum and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Dave Grein. Our theme is by Andrew M. Edwards. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.
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In this episode of The David Frum Show, David opens with a response to a listener's question about working-class wages, unpacking the economic story lines that have shaped American politics over the past 40 years. In his answer, David challenges the idea that grievance politics are always rooted in material decline.

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

The following is a transcript of the episode:

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

[Music]

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

[Music]

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Rice: Laura Loomer.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Rice: (Laughs.)

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

Rice: (Laughs.) How many Scaramuccis?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Rice: Thank you, David.

[Music]

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

Please subscribe. Please follow us. Please share the content. Thank you for joining. I'll see you next week.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.





This article originally misstated that Canada fought alongside the United States in Vietnam.
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In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum breaks down what he calls "the week of the four scams"--a stunning display of misinformation and corruption from President Donald Trump involving fake trade deals, manipulated markets, and even a personal jet from Qatar.

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

The following is a transcript of the episode:

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

[Music]

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Tharoor: Right.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Frum: Will the cease-fire hold?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

[Music]

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

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

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

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum reflects on the 80th anniversary of the end of World War II in Europe, examining how postwar reconciliation--not battlefield triumph--became America's true finest hour. He contrasts that legacy with Donald Trump's recent bombastic Victory Day statement, urging a rededication to the values that built a more peaceful world.

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

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

The following is a transcript of the episode:

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

[Music]

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

[Music]

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Applebaum: Thank you.

[Music]

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum discusses how misinformation, distrust in science, and extremist rhetoric are fueling a deadly resurgence of preventable diseases in the United States--and urges clear and responsible leadership to protect public health.

He's then joined by Alan Bernstein, the director of global health at the University of Oxford, to examine the long-term consequences of the right's war on science and vaccine research.

Finally, David answers listener questions on creating laws to counter Trump's norm violations, on David's confidence in the future of free and fair elections, and how to teach civics to high schoolers in the Trump era.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 4 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. Thank you for all who watched and listened to the first three episodes. All of us at The Atlantic and at The David Frum Show are so gratified by the extraordinary response to our first three episodes, and we hope to continue to meet your expectations in this and future episodes.

My guest today is Alan Bernstein, director of global health at Oxford University. Alan Bernstein coordinates all the health and medical research across the vast domain of Oxford University and tries to ensure that scientists talk to each other and talk to the public in ways that benefit the safety of the whole planet. Before that, Alan served as the founder and president of the Canadian Institutes [of] Health Research, a coordinating body for health research across all of Canada, much like the Centers for Disease Control in the United States. And before that, he rose to fame and eminence as one of the world's leading researchers in cancer and virology. So I'm very glad to be joined today by Alan Bernstein.

And first, some preliminary remarks on the subjects we'll be talking about in today's discussion.

[Music]

Frum: As I record this episode in late April 2025, the United States is gripped by an outbreak of measles. More than 800 cases have been diagnosed in 24 states. Three people are dead: two of them, unvaccinated school-aged children; one of them, an unvaccinated adult.

We are only about one-third of the way through the year 2025, and yet the United States has suffered nearly triple the number of cases of measles in 2025 as it did in all of 2024. Measles is caused, of course, by a pathogen, but it is enabled by human ignorance and human neglect. Rising numbers of children are going unvaccinated. About a third of American children fail to get the full suite of vaccines that the CDCs--Centers for Disease Control--recommends. And about 7 percent of American children go unvaccinated against measles, mumps, and rubella.

These are invitations to human harm and human suffering, and they come about because of a rise in American attitudes of ignorance and unawareness about the causes of disease and how diseases are prevented. Let me read you a recent statement from the Kaiser Family Foundation, an important source of health and medical-research information.

Here's Kaiser:

When it comes to false claims that the [MMR] vaccines have been proven to cause autism, that vitamin A can prevent the measles infections, or that getting the measles vaccine is more dangerous than becoming infected with measles, less than 5 percent of adults say they think these claims are "definitely true," and much larger shares say they are "definitely false."

That's the good news. Returning to Kaiser:

However, at least half of adults are uncertain about whether these claims are true or false, falling in the "malleable middle" and saying each claim is either "probably true" or "probably false." While at least half of adults express some level of uncertainty, partisans differ in the shares who say each of these false claims is definitely or probably true, with Republicans and independents at least twice as likely as Democrats to believe or lean towards believing each false claim about measles. One-third of Republicans and a quarter of independents say it is "definitely" or "probably true" that the MMR vaccines have been proven to cause autism, compared to one in 10 Democrats; three in 10 Republicans and independents say it is "definitely" or "probably true" that vitamin A can prevent measles compared to 14 percent of Democrats; and one in five Republicans and independents believe or lean toward believing that the measles vaccine is more dangerous than measles infections compared to about one in 10 Democrats.

Republicans are believing things that are putting their own children at risk. We see again here how the MAGA cult is becoming a death cult that consumes the lives of its believers. Hundreds of thousands of Americans died preventably from the COVID virus.

Your chance of dying from COVID was about the same whether you were a Republican or a Democrat. The disease did not discriminate by political affiliation. But after vaccines became available, the disease began to discriminate. Suddenly, people in blue towns and blue states began to survive the disease at much higher rates than people in red towns and red states. Those deaths were overwhelmingly concentrated in areas where people were loyal to Republican ideas and listened to Republican influencers. The price of believing your favorite right-of-center influencer could have been your own life.

What kind of political movement sacrifices its own people in that way--to make some point, to make money, or to score a political jab against an opponent? It's a little hard to explain exactly what they thought they were doing--it's not hard to explain it. It's a little unpleasant to contemplate the explanation of what they thought they were doing. But we can measure the effect of what they were doing in lost lives. And now with the spread of measles and the shrinkage of measles vaccines according to political affiliation, we can see this same horrible process of death by political partisanship reoccurring in the middle 2020s as at the beginning of the 2020s.

Against this spread of weaponized ignorance, what is needed is the clearest possible messages from everyone in positions of authority--whether public or private--that it is your duty as a parent to see that your child is vaccinated against preventable disease, and if your children are unvaccinated, you have failed in your duty as a parent. And that is a message that needs to be spread by everyone who's in a position to spread a message. And the authorities should also say that in the hard cases where it can be shown that a child died because of an intentional failure by the parent to vaccinate the child, that parent should be held to account--in much the same way as, in my opinion, if the child died because of an unsecured firearm in the child's home left there by a parent, the parent should be held to account. Protecting your child is your most important duty as a parent. Put the gun in a safe, and make sure the child is vaccinated.

And yet, instead, we are seeing people put into positions of high authority who are not only hesitant to spread that message, but in fact are the leading hoaxsters and fraudsters against the vaccines. At the head of the Department of Health and Human Services is the most notorious proponent of letting people suffer measles death--of spreading false claims, outrageous claims, debunked claims, exploded claims against the vaccines--and by the way, demeaning and insulting people who struggle with autism. People with autism can live meaningful lives, yet according to our present secretary, they're no better than wasted lives and useless people who need to be counted in some kind of registry so we can keep tab of their numbers--for what sinister purpose, who can barely begin to imagine? But clearly not for a purpose of respect and dignity.

And because of this outrageous and cruel lack of regard for people who are on the autism spectrum--many of which scans a lot of cases, both worst cases and less-bad cases--he is urging Americans, or he has, over his lifetime, urged Americans to leave their children unvaccinated. And his secretary of Health and Human Services is staffing his agency with people who are mealy mouthed or worse in the fight against this preventable, unnecessary cause of death.

The anti-vax ideology comes from some strange places. It comes, I think, in the first place from a myth of a benign nature. That's, I think, one of the reasons why it tended to, maybe before the Trump era, be so prevalent on certain parts of, like, the vegetarian left. If you believe that nature is kind and good and benign and only human--and the only wickedness is human--and if you are unaware of how massively human lives were at risk from disease before the modern era, it may seem like, Why am I intruding into my beautiful child's body this sharp needle then that makes them squawk for a moment, and introducing these foreign substances? Why would I do that when nature wants us all to live and rejoice?

Well, nature doesn't want you to live and rejoice. Nature is utterly indifferent to your hopes and wishes. (Laughs.) And if it were up to nature, half your children would be dead. You'd be dead, too, by age 50, at the latest. Nature is not our friend. Nature is a resource that we must protect and steward, but it is not our friend. It does not wish us well. It doesn't have wishes at all.

I think some of the anti-vax cult also comes from another myth: the myth of malign government--not just that government is inefficient, as it often is, and clumsy, as it often is, but that actually there's some kind of secret conspiracy up there of people who, for some bizarre and nefarious purpose, want to prevent Americans from enjoying the beneficent benignity of nature, and instead want to inject them with all of these artificial products like seatbelts. I think this is the part of the myth that has gained the upper hand most recently, this myth of conspiracy and government and other high places.

But the truth: Nature's not benign, and government is not malign. But there are a lot of fraudsters out there. That's the truth. And they have more ways of reaching people than ever before. And the cost of these frauds is becoming ever more terrible in lost human lives.

So as you listen to my talk today about Alan Bernstein--we're going to talk about many of these issues. I think we're going to try to talk as dispassionately as possible, but as I talk about them, I'm really angry about this. I'm really angry about this. It should be one of those things that, just as there are no Republican and Democrat ways to sweep the streets or shovel the snow, there should be no Republican or Democrat way, disagreement about protecting our children from preventable diseases.

All of us should salute vaccination. It's one of the most magnificent achievements of human civilization. One of the ways that marks us off from all the sad eras that went before us, when parents had to grieve half their children before their third birthday or before their 20th birthday. We have an opportunity to live better, healthier lives than ever before in history. How could we refuse such a thing? And how much should we condemn and revile those people who deceive their fellow citizens into refusing this magnificent gift of science and technology?

So we're going to speak dispassionately with Alan Bernstein. I'm not dispassionate about this. I hope you won't be dispassionate either.

But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: Alan Bernstein, welcome to The David Frum Show. Thank you for joining us.

You have spent your career as a practitioner of science, as a director of science, as an advisor to governments about science. It looks to those of us who are not scientists, like the government of the United States is engaged in a campaign against science of almost unprecedented historic proportions. As you and I speak, there is a measles outbreak in the United States--actually, there are 10 separate outbreaks, 800 cases, three dead as of the time we speak. There are dramatic firings and cuts to government agencies--the National Institutes [of] Health, the vaccine program. Progress toward cures for Alzheimer's and Parkinson's is supposed to have been slowed or maybe halted altogether. And, of course, there are these extraordinary pressures on medical and scientific research at universities.

So if you would offer your assessment, how much has been done to science in the United States in these past weeks?

Alan Bernstein: So first, David, it's a pleasure to be on the show with you. First of all, backing up a little bit and just saying how important science has been to America's success. I think people don't quite appreciate that. But it goes back to, actually, World War II. And Harry Truman, when he was president, realized that in one way, science kind of won the war. It wasn't just the atomic bomb: It was penicillin. It was radar. It was sonar.

And so he asked a guy called Vannevar Bush--I don't think it's a relation to the other Bushes--to make some recommendations about what America should do. And [Bush] wrote what's a famous book in scientific circles called Science, the Endless Frontier. And in that book, Bush recommended that America invest heavily in science--and particularly in American universities--because it would lead to economic well-being. It would lead to power in the world. It would lead to security for America.

And I don't know that anybody at that time appreciated just how right he was. Because if you look at the growth of the American economy and the growth of American well-being and health outcomes--anything you want to measure--the numbers are anywhere between 20 to 40 to 50 percent of America's well-being, if you will, and growth in GDP and all those things, was due to science and innovation.

Today, as we're witnessing kind of the destruction of the institutions behind American science, it's hard to believe. It's hard to believe that any administration would do this.

Frum: All right, well, destruction is a dramatic word. How severe is the damage?

Bernstein: I think it's very severe, and it's not just my own personal view. I was talking to a close friend at Stanford, actually, and she was talking: Even though Stanford has not been hit by one of the sort of things that Columbia or NYU--the East Coast so-called elite universities--have been hit by, they no longer are guaranteeing salaries for Ph.D. students who enter into the graduate program at Stanford. Stanford is a wealthy university, so they're kind of circling the wagons and harvesting--you know, harboring--their funds in case that the Trump administration goes after them. So I think it's hard to overstate how serious this is.

I think the thing we should all keep in mind is: By going after the institutions of science--so I would say there's several categories, the funders of science. So the NIH--the National Institutes of Health--is the world's largest funder of biomedical research. By cutting its budget, by severely cutting its staff, it's crippling the world's major funder of biomedical research, never mind America's major funder of biomedical research. By going after the top research universities in the United States--the Columbias, the Johns Hopkins, the Harvards, the Yales--it's also crippling the major institutions that are supporting researchers in the U.S. That's, first of all, unprecedented, of course, but it's also crippling for the institutions that support science in the U.S., not just the individuals. So it's hard to overstate how serious this is.

Frum: From my lay understanding, there are four main categories of scientific institutions that have come under a different kind of pressure.

There are the direct practitioners of science within the United States government: organizations like NASA, the aeronautics agency; NOIA, the oceanographic and atmospheric agency. The direct practitioners of science inside the government are under pressure. There's also the government-funding institutions--as you said, the National Institutes [of] Health. These don't do the work themselves. They make grants to others. They're under pressure. There's the kind of sword and shield of technological application at the Department of Defense--agencies in the Department of Defense that do cyber warfare, cybersecurity, cyber innovation. They've come under pressure. And finally, fourth--so first, direct science inside the government; second, funding; third, swords and shields--and fourth and last, the universities that get government grants but where government doesn't direct how the money will be spent.

Is that the lay of the land? Have I got that correct?

Bernstein: You do, actually. That's the sort of the etymology of American funding institutions.

And there are some that cover at least two. So the NIH, for example, has a very large so-called intramural program that funds research within government, in Bethesda, Maryland. And then there's also institutions that actually fund--the NIH also funds science at American universities. So it does both.

You also left off in that list a very important one: the Department of Energy. It funds about $1 billion worth of research, both in-house and in American universities. And as you'd imagine, the Department of Energy traditionally has been one of the leading research institutions for funding research on climate change and renewable energy.

Frum: So there are budget cuts. There are personnel cuts. There's also this immigration squeeze because the United States has often worked by attracting talent from all over the world, setting them to work in American universities. Many of those people then stay for the rest of their lives. Or, science being so global, there are many people in the scientific world who have spouses or partners who come from other countries, and their spouses or partners are under pressure, causing those scientists to reconsider their own careers. Tell me a little bit about the way the immigration pressures affect science.

Bernstein: Well, again, historically, America has been a magnet for scientific talent for almost the entire 20th century. It started with a flood during World War II when many emigres from Germany, Austria, France, came to the U.S. And they set an important precedent. The success in building the atomic bomb under Oppenheimer was in large part due to those emigres. The one person that jumps out to me is Enrico Fermi, who had the Fermilabs at the University of Chicago. He was an emigre from Italy.

And there are many, many others. And that tradition has continued. Young people from around the world want to come to America to do science for lots of obvious reasons, I think. One is: The institutions are so strong. They have their resources. They have the energy, the culture of: We can do anything, and if it's going to be done, it's going to be done in America. That sort of bravado is so characteristically American, and it's evaporating before our eyes.

Secondly, of course, having the immigration people descending on some of the immigrants who are here on visas in the United States and either taking them away and imprisoning them, or sending them home at the drop of a hat without any kind of hearing, is sending a clear signal--not an ambiguous one, a clear signal: You are not welcome in the United States anymore. So if I was a young person working in Europe, in Canada, Australia, you name it, I would not go to the United States at the moment to do my postgraduate degree or training. It just wouldn't happen. And indeed, I think that that pipeline of talent from abroad has probably shut down completely.

Frum: Let's talk about your special area of expertise, which is infectious diseases. There seems to be a special malice toward innovation and research in that area. Under Robert Kennedy Jr., the Department of Health and Human Services has announced they're going to do all these investigations into well-attested vaccines whose safety and efficacy has been proven for dozens of years. Kennedy has promised some kind of big review in September. I don't know why he's taking that long. He knows the answer he wants and is going to enforce. He could do it tomorrow. Why the pretense that there's any real work here? And we are seeing this extraordinary outbreak--or outbreaks--of measles across the United States. How does that connect with government policy? How alarmed should people be about these outbreaks?

Bernstein: You know, what's particularly frustrating for me--and I'm sure many of my colleagues in America, in science and biomedical research, in particular--is: We are in a golden age in biomedical research. It is such an exciting time to be in this field, including in the vaccine field, because vaccines have been traditionally used against infectious disease. And indeed, it's hard to estimate the number of lives that have been saved, because you can't count what hasn't happened. It's hard to count that. You can count how many people die, but you can't count how many people you've saved. But it's of the order of hundreds of millions of people around the world whose lives have been saved because of vaccines.

Smallpox, which was the world's largest killer over centuries, has been eradicated. There is no smallpox in the world today. It has [been] eliminated completely, largely through American know-how and American perseverance with the WHO, in partnership with the WHO. Ditto with polio and measles. So a young physician today has never seen smallpox, has never seen polio, has never seen measles. And so when it appears, they're seeing a new disease.

Frum: Hmm.

Bernstein: And these were diseases, certainly when I was growing up--and I suspect, David, when you were growing up--my mother wouldn't let me go swimming in a common swimming pool, because of polio. We don't worry about polio anymore today. We shouldn't, because, you know, children should be vaccinated. And Kennedy's point that they haven't been proven to be safe is really a criticism of the FDA. It's saying that the FDA has not done their job properly. Well, if you look at the FDA, it is the gold standard for approving new drugs and vaccines. It's very stringent. It really does a superb job, and it always outweighs the risks and the benefits of any drug, including vaccines.

And so it's hard to imagine a medicine that has not got some risk associated to it. And the thing about vaccines, which makes it hard to sort convince somebody that they really are good and they should be taken--and their children should certainly take them--is when you take a pill when you're sick and you get better, you go, Oh, that pill made me better. When you take a preventative vaccine, you don't get ill.

And so there's no miraculous recovery. There's the absence of disease, and you could always say, and people do say this, Well, I wouldn't have got the disease anyways. So it wasn't the vaccine. 

Frum: And sometimes your arm is a little sore, and sometimes you have a reaction to the introduction of the agent in the vaccine. And sometimes--if you are phobic--the vaccination is followed by all kinds of psychosomatic symptoms. And psychosomatic symptoms appear to the receiver of those symptoms just as real as, actually, symptoms caused by organic illnesses in the body. So people have a lot of reasons for attributing the problems in their lives to this disruption, especially if--and I'm surprised to discover how many people have this feeling--they are phobic about having a needle inserted into their body.

But one of the things that bothers me a lot: There's an intellectual movement right now in the United States very properly to look back at the COVID experience and to learn lessons from it--as, of course, exactly should happen--and there's a lot of criticism of measures that were taken that maybe overshot, and in particular, the decision to keep schools closed past the fall of 2020. States where schools opened pretty rapidly have done much better by children than states where schools were kept closed for long periods of time.

But this is essentially a politically right-coded movement, or when it's done by more liberal people, there are people who are speaking to right-coded audiences. And I just read an important book published by a university press, by two liberal-leaning academics, and went through all the things that were done wrong, and many of which I agree with--keeping the schools closed too long. The book was called [In COVID's Wake:] How [Our] Politics Failed Us. And they have one paragraph about vaccine resistance because they say, Well, that's inherent in the population. Politics didn't cause that. 

Of course, politics killed those people. There's a lot of research. They're not randomly distributed. They are concentrated in red states and red counties. If you lived in a red state or red county, your leaders--political and cultural--the people you looked up to, risked your life and got many of your co-adherents killed in order to score political points. I mean, it's astonishing. It's shocking. It's a crime. And we've accepted it as a normal part of politics.

Bernstein: So there's a couple of interesting facts about all this. I think if we were talking about this 500 years from now or 300 years from now, and we look back and say, It's remarkable that whether you wore a mask or not or took a vaccine or not at the height of this pandemic depended on your political party that you belong to, no one would believe you. You know, it's like, In America? And yeah, it happened, and it happened five years ago. So that's perplexing.

Now, I think, you know--I think there's a mea culpa here. I think the scientific community everywhere did not do things perfectly. And I think what the mistake we made--and we need to make sure we don't do it again--was to, as we talked to the public, say, Here are the facts. Here's what we know you should do or not do, as opposed to saying, Here's the facts as we know them today. This might change, and we've never encountered this virus before. We don't know whether lockdowns are good, bad, or indifferent. Here's the consequences of locking down, not locking down, etcetera. We needed some hubris here, some modesty, some admission that we don't know everything. Science is based on evidence and facts. How can you have evidence before the fact?

So I think there was a bit of too much black-and-white "this is the way it is" on the part of the scientific community. And so when we first said, You should wear a mask--sorry, sorry--you should wash your hands and wash surfaces, and then weeks later, changed our mind and said, No, no, no. Actually, you should wear a mask because this virus is an aerosol; it's not on surfaces, I think that caused a lot of lack of confidence amongst the general public about the scientific community.

Frum: I want to take that load of guilt off this. I think when scientists talk to the general public, they assume some basic grade-eight familiarity with science. So it is the most natural thing in the world for scientists to say something, square bracket, [state of knowledge today]. I mean, as you say, I have heard from many people, Well, they said one thing in March. They said a different thing in May. They said a different thing in September. How can we trust them?

I think, This is not religion. That's how you know you should trust them. If they'd said the same thing all the way through, they'd be priests, not scientists. And the scientists assumed some basic literacy from the public, and they also assumed some good faith in the political system, where it's not the job of scientists to communicate the science; it's the job of political leaders. And those political leaders are unused to an atmosphere of such malice and distortion as existed in 2020 and even more in 2021.

I think a lot of what happened during COVID was: There had been a Republican president during 2020--he had mishandled the disease in many important ways. Then there was a Democratic president in 2021--things began to be handled somewhat better. And there was a political imperative to make 2021 a failure.

Bernstein: So, you know, I'm a scientist, so I'll speak about the science. You know, the great--and you alluded to it, David--the great strength of science is that it's not ideological. It's based on the currently available data or evidence. And so when scientists change their mind, the public still--despite the grade-eight education that you refer to--the public still says, You're changing your mind. That's not good.

Whereas to the scientific community, that's what it's all about. That's the strength of science, not the weakness of science. It's not religion. It's not an ideology, political ideology. And so I think it goes back to how we teach science in schools. We teach it as a series of facts, as opposed to the way to look at the world and to change our minds as the evidence changes.

Frum: Can I ask you about how powerful the stop-start button is for the scientific endeavor? So right now the government is pressing stop on Parkinson's, stop on Alzheimer's, stop on many vaccines. Five years from now, if you press start--four years from now, if you press start--how quickly does the start ignition sequence resume after the stop button that has been pressed today?

Bernstein: That's a great question. And, you know, I think the right answer is: It depends. You know, we don't know what the Trump administration is going to do tomorrow, never mind five years from now, so I think we all wake up in the morning wondering what the news will bear about what the Trump administration is doing now.

So I think a lot depends on how long these cuts--I'll just use cuts or attack on universities and size--how long that goes on and how deeply those cuts actually are in the end of the day. And I don't know the answers to either of those questions, and I don't think anybody does. I don't think President Trump does. So I think how quickly things recover will depend on those variables, and we don't know the answer.

I do think that institutions take longer to recover than individuals. You know, the thing we all need to remember is: Talent can move. You know, I have a publication from Europe that has listed in its latest edition all the things that European countries are now doing to attract American scientists, especially young people who are finding that their careers are cut off or ended because of what's going on. So talent can move to Europe easily.

And we'll be watching to see what happens in the United States four years from now. If it doesn't change, they'll stay in Europe, just like the emigres who moved to the United States when the atmosphere changed radically in Nazi Germany, for example, or Fascist Italy.

So what happens will depend on a lot of things, that I don't pretend to know the future, but I do know that science is going to continue elsewhere, and particularly in the EU; Canada's going to reinvest, and the new prime minister said he will reinvest in science; and in China. China is investing huge, huge amounts and increasing it by 10, 20 percent a year, over the next few years.

And so if one thinks about the standoffs between these two great superpowers--the United States and China--we have the United States attacking one of its most powerful weapons in the current 21st-century war between countries, and the Chinese investing. Now, which one do you think is right? Well, I go back to what Harry Truman said after World War II: Science played a major role in winning World War II.

The drones that were used--are being used--by Ukraine and in the war on Russia, those drones are largely powered by artificial intelligence. AI didn't just happen. AI came out of universities. You know, the Nobel Prize in Physics this year went to Geoffrey Hinton, who works at the University of Toronto. So the new weapons of warfare are largely going to come out of universities. I think that's not a prediction--that's a safe prediction. And yet Americans are attacking those universities where all this is happening.

Frum: If you were to talk to people in the Trump administration about what they were doing, and if they were to answer you, which they tend not to do, but if they did, I think they would say, Look--we're not waging a war on science. We're waging a war on DEI--diversity, equity, and inclusion. We're waging a war--we're trying to stop all these crazy climate scientists who are bringing us news that either we don't think is true or that we don't want to hear. We are cracking down on the people who warn us about Russian disinformation, because we think that harms many of our friends and allies who are spreading Russian disinformation, often for pay. And I think they also have a sense of--there may be some sense of ideology that this research anyway should be done to the private sector, not the public sector. So: We're not waging a war on science, as such. We have a very specific list of targets. 

Do you see any merit to any of that? Is there anything that one could concede to the case that they're prosecuting? Or is it just dumbassery all the way down?

Bernstein: Look--I don't think universities are perfect. I think there is a lot of wokeism that probably has gone a bit too far. But having said that, I would quickly add the great strength of universities, and the role of universities and the role of acquiring new knowledge, is to challenge the status quo. You know, if you're just going to reaffirm the status quo, you don't need a university to do that.

And that goes back to Galileo, you know, 500 years ago. Galileo challenged the church. Does the Earth go around the sun or vice versa? So political leaders have to allow for this freedom and this openness and small-L liberalism that goes on in universities if they're going to get the kind of value out of universities that have been going on for a thousand years now, since Oxford was created.

So I think there needs to be an understanding on the base of our political leaders that dissent, looking at different ways of doing things, can be uncomfortable, and that is the role of the universities. No other institution in society does that as well as a university. In fact, no other institution in society, as far as I can think, does that at all.

So I think we need to acknowledge that, and the politicians need to acknowledge that and tolerate it.

Frum: As we end, remind us of what the stakes are here. How close are we to breakthroughs in Alzheimer's, Parkinson's, and other diseases that seem to be yielding to scientific investigation as we speak?

Bernstein: I don't like predicting the future. And I don't like--talking as a biomedical scientist, cancer has been my own area--I don't like saying it's around the corner, because then people lose interest after a while. But I do think, if I look in the immediate past, how remarkable the progress has been, not just in scientific advances, but in clinical advances. I think back to when my wife had breast cancer--now, as she reminded me, 15 years ago. She would not be alive today if she had had that cancer 25 years ago.

And certainly, when I started in cancer research--I won't say how many years ago--we knew nothing about the cancer cell. And so the tools that clinicians had at their disposal were crude at best. Crude at best. Today we know the most intimate molecular changes that make a cancer cell behave differently than a normal cell. We know the mutations in the DNA that are causing these changes, and we know the effects on the proteins that those genes code for.

And so now we can design drugs that exploit those changes. And so if you're a woman with breast cancer, you're going to be treated if your cells are HER2-positive--I'm sure every woman knows that phrase--you'll be treated with Herceptin because we know that molecular difference. If you have chronic myelogenous leukemia, you'll be treated with Gleevec. Or if you have GI stromal cancer, you'll be treated with Gleevec.

These are all based on information that's come out over the last dozen years or so. Of course, now the big excitement--and not just in cancer, but in other diseases--is using vaccines to treat disease and to prevent disease. So again, these are advances that have happened recently and are on the horizon to continue to happen.

So I'll take--in contrast to where cancer research is, which I view as the beachhead disease, if you will--if you think about mental illness, schizophrenia, bipolar disease, we have only very crude tools to treat those very serious diseases. And the reason is: We don't understand those diseases. But I think every scientist who's working in the field of biomedical science is optimistic that it is just a matter of time before we will understand really serious diseases like bipolar, depression, Alzheimer's, dementia.

And from that will come a whole new class of drugs. And when that will happen, I don't know. But what we have been seeing is an acceleration of new drugs coming on the market because of the advances that have been made at universities and exploited correctly by the pharmaceutical industry. So this is a very exciting time. And so to cut that off would be just a shame. Just a shame.

Frum: Thank you so much for your time today.

Bernstein: My pleasure, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thank you so much to Alan Bernstein. Now some questions from viewers and listeners.

The first comes from Nathan: "In Donald Trump's first term, there were innumerable norm violations. The administration's M.O. seemed to be, If there isn't a law explicitly prohibiting an action, we can take that action. After Trump won, why were there no efforts to codify any of the gray areas or the ones that everyone had previously thought, No president would ever do that? Is it because people wanted to keep the possibility of using those same tactics open to themselves in the future? If so, what do you think that says about the direction of the country and the culture within the government?"

Now, first, I want to stress that there was one very important reform after the Trump administration, and that was the reform of the Electoral Count Act. The law now makes clear--as it mostly made clear before, but now it unmistakably makes clear--that the vice president of the United States does not have the authority to substitute his or her own judgment for the judgment of the people of the states in the electoral-count process. So one of the very worst things that Donald Trump tried to do--use violence to intimidate his vice president into overthrowing the 2020 election--that can't be done anymore. And so that's a change.

But for the most part, I think that's right. I think we have been reluctant to. And part of it, I think, is just: It's hard for Americans to take on board the magnitude of the criminality in the first Trump term. We, maybe, have made a serious mistake about that, as we see the even greater magnitude of criminality in the second Trump term.

But I would also caution there is a problem with trying to write things into law. The American culture and the American mentality are very legalistic. Americans tend to assume that the law is the divide, and they will often say, If something's not illegal, that means it's okay for me to do. But in life, there are lots of things that are not literally illegal but that you still shouldn't do. And in a free society, we don't write down everything that could be an offense and try to turn it into law. We have to rely to some degree on the public spirit and decency of people, and that needs to be especially true with people in the highest reaches of the land.

We talked about this last week with Peter Keisler, the former [acting] attorney general under George W. Bush. To some degree, democracy is going to have to be the answer here. We cannot write laws for everything. We can't anticipate every contingency. What we can say, instead, is with the famous prayer of John Adams that is carved into the lintel, or into the mantelpiece, of the East Room, "Let none but honest and wise men"--update that to men and women. "Let none but honest and wise men and women rule under this roof." We have seen what happens when there is an abuser, and we may have outrun the limits of law.

From K.C.: "It seems to me that there is an argument that Trump and Republican legislators are acting as if there will never be another Democratic majority or administration that might hold investigations or hearings into their behavior. This leads me to believe that the '26 and '28 elections won't be rigged. Rather, I'm beginning to believe that Trump will look for ways--a national emergency, perhaps--not to hold them at all. Your thoughts? Am I worrying needlessly?"

No one is worrying needlessly when they worry about the integrity of the 2026 and 2028 elections. I worry about it all the time. But we need to focus what it is exactly we're worried about. For Donald Trump to try to turn off the elections altogether by declaring a national emergency and calling out the Army and using powers leftover from the Cold War and World War II, that's a constitutional crisis. In the end, that is the kind of scenario that is met by people in the streets and is met by officers of the Army refusing to obey illegal orders from the president.

I think that case is so intense that we can't plan for it. What we can plan for are the things that we can see that are already underway, and those are attempts to sabotage vote counts, to make it difficult for the Democrats to fundraise--or any opponent of Donald Trump to fundraise--and to concentrate sabotaging efforts in the states that are most likely to swing one way or another; the Wisconsins, the North Carolinas, the Georgias. It's a state-level problem.

So where I think your energy needs to go is in focusing attention on your state governors, state legislators, and state courts to make sure that they will uphold honest, free, and fair elections in the respective states. We have seen the enormous pressure in the state of North Carolina to prepare a false outcome in 2026. Citizen vigilance has been mobilized, and citizen vigilance needs to stay mobilized. Again, it's a democratic problem, and your attention is the best answer. So if there's something you want to do between now and 2026, make sure that the vote will be honest in the states where the vote is most in doubt.

Last, from Josh: "I'm a high-school government teacher, so much of my teaching is centered on hope and optimism about our civic system and our citizenry. Hope and optimism felt like a lie in the Trump era. Is there a hopeful and optimistic message that properly addresses the current climate that I can give to my students?"
 
 Now, as I'm sure Josh well understands, it's not the place of a teacher to tell students, particularly near voters like those in high school, what they should think or who they should support. Many students will have many different views, and that's as it should be. And all of the points of view should, of course, be treated with attention and respect in the classroom. But I think a message that a teacher can communicate is to say to the students, This is a moment where their country really needs them. And it's an honor and a privilege to be alive at a time when your country needs you, and without telling them the exact nature of that need, and without, in any way, presuming to direct their actions, to make them feel like their vote matters and their actions matter.

You know, as we've discussed today, a lot of the secret weapon of Trumpism is cynicism and despair, and a feeling like, Oh well. Things are unfolding without me. LOL nothing matters. But everything matters. Your students matter. Teach them that, and watch them be better citizens.

Thank you so much for the questions. Please send next week's to producer@thedavidfrumshow.com. Thank you so much for watching and listening. Remember, please: It matters a lot to the algorithm gods that you rate and review and like and subscribe, whether you listen on an audible podcast or whether you view us on YouTube. Thanks for your comments on YouTube. Those also really matter, and I try to read as many of them as I can. I don't always respond, but I see so many of them, and I'm so grateful for them and so often touched by their warmth.

Thank you for watching this episode. See you again next week. I'm David Frum.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello. Welcome to the third episode of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. This week, my guest will be Peter Keisler, former acting attorney general of the United States under President George W. Bush, former head of the civil division at the Department of Justice, a veteran of the conservative legal community. He clerked for Supreme Court Justice [Anthony] Kennedy and for Judge Robert Bork.

I have known Peter, also, as a friend for nearly half a century. He's someone in whom I have enormous confidence in and for whom I have great respect. And I think as you listen to him today, you will see why, because of his extraordinary breadth of interest and depth of knowledge. I'm so grateful that he joined us.

Our theme will be issues of law and due process of law. And before I begin my conversation with Peter Keisler, let me offer some introductory thoughts on the subject.

As we've seen, the Supreme Court of the United States has rebuked the Trump administration for its contemptuous attitude toward courts and toward the dozens of people it has sent to a maximum-security prison in El Salvador without a hearing, without even allowing them to challenge that the government has got the right person.

Those detained people have now been in--supposedly the custody of El Salvador--in fact, in the custody of the United States government, because the United States government is paying millions of dollars to the government of El Salvador to hold these prisoners. They've been there now for five weeks, as I speak, without a hearing, without any show that the government has got the right person, incommunicado, and apparently for life. Now, it does look like there have been at least some instances of mistaken arrest, that some of these people may be outright innocent. Others may be genuinely bad actors. Who can know? Because there's been no show of proof, no hearing of any kind.

United States law allows for a quite expedited process to remove people from the country, to deport them. You don't get a big trial. You don't get a jury trial. You are moved rapidly because the theory of the case is: First, you don't have a right to immigrate to the United States, so you have not been deprived of your rights. And secondly, once you're removed from the United States, you remain a free person. You are sent back to the place you came from or some other place to which you have some connection, and then you're free to go about your business. You're not sent to a prison--not sent to a prison for life.

But as I talk about this, the thing that has most gripped my mind with worry and anxiety is not only the effect on the individuals themselves, some of whom may be genuinely innocent, but the effect on those who are sending human beings to a prison without a hearing.

You know, the United States government is now building an apparatus of lawyers, of officials of all kinds, who plan and think every day, How can we apprehend people on American soil and bundle them to a prison without giving them any show of a hearing? They're building skills and competencies at non-due-process forms of arrest and incarceration that are going to be very hard to limit.

There are many kinds of immigration status that people present in the United States have. There are citizens, of course. There are permanent residents. There are people here on many different kinds of visas. Now, you can lose your visa rapidly for many reasons. I remember when I was a Canadian citizen in the United States on a student visa, we were warned if you got into a bar fight, you could theoretically lose your student visa. Now, in those days, that meant that you'd have to go back to Canada and go to school in Canada, which is not the end of the world. In today's America, that could mean you could lose your student visa and be accused of terrorism, and a bag put over your head and be put into a car and sent to a prison in El Salvador for the rest of your life.

Now, maybe that doesn't happen in every case. Maybe that doesn't happen in many cases. But there are people in the employ of the United States government, paid by taxpayers to think about how can we daily broaden the category of people who can be arrested and detained and imprisoned without any showing to any authority at all, without any opportunity to make themselves heard, without any evaluation by an independent fact finder--by any of the things we call due process.

Due process is not just one thing. American law--the American Constitution--specify different kinds of process for different kinds of crime. The crime of treason, for example, is defined in the Constitution as waging war upon the United States or giving aid and comfort to its enemies. And the Constitution then lists some very strict rules that have to be met to prosecute somebody for treason.

The rules for armed robbery and other things--even as strict as they are--are not as strict as that. Then there are rules for criminal prosecution. Then there are rules for immigration hearings, and there are other kinds of rules. We've all encountered traffic courts. You get a hearing if you want one. If you don't, you can choose to pay the ticket, or you can contest the ticket. And then you don't get a jury of your peers. You don't get any of the other apparatus of criminal law, but you still get some kind of process. Always, the law says, the word of authority is not to be taken for its own sake. And we have that practice, not just to constrain authority, but to allow all of us to live lives of dignity.

A thing it means to live in a free society is that you can encounter the look of a police officer without fear. You do not feel like you must cringe and defer. You do not feel you are in the hands of someone who can do anything to you at any whim. You know that so long as you are following the clear and specific rules of the land, which are available to all to know, you can go about your business and meet the eyes of power without fear.

The Trump administration is changing all of that. Lots of people who have lots of different statuses--who are here for limited periods of time, who are here under conditions, who are not full citizens, but who are not illegal either--are now living lives of fear. Ordinary tourists are being apprehended, detained for days, sometimes for longer than that, treated in inhumane and indecent ways, and then deported from the country without showing that they had done anything wrong, other than maybe not having a hotel room booked at the time that they arrived.

We are building a society that is governed by fear, led by people who want to rule by fear. That's not right. It's not humane. It's not American. It's not democratic. It's not decent. It needs to stop. And that's what I'll be discussing with Peter Keisler today.

[Music]

Frum: But first, a quick break.

[Break]

Frum: Peter Keisler, welcome to The David Frum Show, and thank you for joining.

Peter Keisler: It's a pleasure to be here, David.

Frum: So we're going to be talking some about transparency in the next few minutes, and in the interest of transparency, let me disclose: You and I have known each other for--I don't know that either of us would be comfortable in using the exact number--but suffice it to say, we were both typing papers on typewriters at the time when we got to know each other.

Keisler: Right. And that was a great time. I still think about it very fondly, and one of the things I think about fondly is our long conversations over lunches and dinners and dining halls.

Frum: Well, you're very kind to remember all of that. We both started on the political right. You were active in the conservative legal movement. I think it's fair to say that your legal views are probably quite continuous with where they were all those years ago, but you found yourself--because of those legal views--in a different political situation from where you were all those years ago.

Keisler: I think that's true. Look--I mean, I voted for Hillary Clinton, for Joe Biden, and for Kamala Harris. You know, I was actually walking the streets in Pennsylvania this last year, knocking on doors for Kamala Harris. I never thought I would be doing that, frankly, for anyone. It's not what I used to be doing to contribute to campaigns, and I certainly didn't think I would be doing that in that setting for the Democratic candidate.

But look--I had always thought myself a conservative, because I believed in things like a strong and robust foreign policy to oppose authoritarianism abroad, in free markets, and personal liberties, and in constitutional values that underpin our democracy. I still believe in all of those things. I don't think the current administration believes in any of them. And if that's what conservative has come to mean, then I just decided quite a while ago that I didn't want any part of it.

Frum: And yet on issues of the role of the judiciary, how statutes should be interpreted, have you changed your mind about those things? Or do you find yourself there saying, Yeah, that is still what I thought--you know, what I thought then I think now?

Keisler: Largely so. I mean, look--we all, over time as things happen, our ideas adjust in different ways to take into account new facts and new information. But on the whole, I still believe in the same thing about the courts that I always have.

Frum: Speaking of the courts, let's start with the Supreme Court's recent rebuke to the administration about due process rights of people it has detained and sent to foreign prisons. How big a story is this? I mean, you have represented the United States so long and so well. How big a story is this?

Keisler: What's happening now is unprecedented and really serious. I mean, in some of the most high-profile cases out there, the administration's been acting with what could only be described as contempt towards court orders. And that's playing out most vividly in the cases involving their efforts to remove and keep people in the United States in that prison in El Salvador. And that those cases are really, at one level, very, very simple. And that's unusual for a legal matter. Most of them are complex to some degrees, but this one is simple.

And just to back up: The administration had what it thought was a good two-part legal strategy for how to get certain people out of the country in ways that would not require them to ever go to any court and present evidence or justify the legal basis for what they were doing.

Part 1 of that strategy was an internal decision that, under a statute known as the Alien Enemies Act, they could bundle people into planes without giving them any notice about what was about to happen, spirit them out of the country, and do that so quickly that, as a practical matter, they wouldn't be able to get into court to stop that from happening.

And then Part 2 of the strategy is--once they are out of the country and in that prison in El Salvador, if they try to file cases--to say, Well, it's a fait accompli now. They're no longer in our custody. They're in the custody of a foreign government. So there's nothing a court can do. 

So, you know, even though there is a precept, which is deeply wired into the DNA of the country--and certainly in the Constitution--that everybody gets their day in court, under this approach, it would always be either too early or too late for them to get into court.

And what happened is the Supreme Court dealt what could only be described as a death blow to both aspects of that legal strategy. The Court held with no reported dissent that, no, you can't hustle people out of the country in this way without giving them sufficient notice to enable them to go to court and challenge that if they wish to. And they also held, on the other part, that a court can direct the administration to do what it is able to do to get somebody returned who's been erroneously removed.

Frum: Now, defenders of the administration will say, Wait a minute. Are you saying there has to be a jury trial for every person who's in the United States illegally? It's probably worth clarifying here that for a deportation where the deported person gets off the bus or the plane and is then at liberty, the process can be very, very expedited. The United States deports a quarter of a million people a year, and it removes many more than that without even the formality of a deportation. But the key to the streamlined, simplified process that leads to so many deportations is: Once you're off the bus, you're a free person. I think that's a point that we need to underscore here.

Keisler: Absolutely. We are not talking about weeks-long jury trials. We are talking about there's no jury at all. This is before either an immigration judge, or it can ultimately be before, you know, a federal judge. But the key, the minimum baseline is you have an opportunity both to present evidence--factual evidence--and to make legal arguments that the administration doesn't have the authority to do this, and some independent decision maker will make a judgment as to whether or not they have a right to deport you.

So it is a very minimal level of due process, and it is not itself an extraordinarily time-consuming fact, but it does require the administration to submit to some neutral testing of its legal theory and its evidence.

Frum: At a minimum, the person gets to say, You've got the wrong person. I may have the same name as this other person, but actually, I'm here on this visa or this status. You've got the wrong guy. You should be able to say that.

Keisler: Right. And to translate this to our current context, it would mean saying, They're saying I'm a member of Tren de Aragua, this Venezuelan gang, because I have a tattoo that looks like what they say is a logo of the gang. But in fact, that tattoo is something I put on 20 years ago because it's my favorite soccer team, or something like that. And a judge would scrutinize the evidence.

And so the administration really, once it lost on these basic legal principles in the court, it had a very straightforward way to respond, which would be just to say, We acknowledge that these people in El Salvador are there only because we are paying millions of dollars to El Salvador to house them for us. So they are in our custody, effectively, both legally and practically. And their lawyers can file habeas petitions and present whatever evidence they can that what was done was unlawful. We can respond, and whatever a court decides, we'll do.

And as to the guy in Maryland, who they've already conceded was erroneously deported, they could bring him back and then give him whatever process, and maybe he can be removed to another country. All of that would be for a judge to decide. All that's being asked of the administration is that they go through that process. But whether because--well, I think it's a mix of political reasons, ideological reasons, psychological, even pathological reasons--they are incapable of doing that. They want this fight, and it's turned into a big power struggle. And that's where it ceases being so simple.

Frum: Correct me if I'm wrong, but my impression is the federal courts have gone very, very far out of the way to avoid conflict with the first and then the second Trump administrations. And in between, they went even further because they seem to have greatly welcomed delay on all the criminal matters, hoping that somehow all this problem would go away--it would be resolved by some other decision maker, some other branch of government or public opinion or something--and they could be left well out of it.

And it culminated with the decision about the president's exposure to criminal liability, which is like this complete castle-in-the-air legal structure that seems just to be based on, We're going to lick our finger, put it up in the wind, and do a three-part balancing test based on no kind of ever previous authority. But mostly, what we're trying to do here is just keep this off our docket. And if I'm right in saying that, then that makes this recent decision even more remarkable because for once, the Supreme Court is going all in to say something to the administration it doesn't want to hear.

Keisler: I think that's absolutely right. And if you want a really extraordinary example of that, you would look at the order that the Court issued at 1 a.m. on Saturday morning this last weekend, because even though they had held that everybody has to be given meaningful notice before they could be removed in this way, there was credible evidence that the administration was loading people onto buses without giving them anything like the notice that was required. And the ACLU went to the Supreme Court and said, you know, Please, as you listen to the rest of this case and get briefing, stop this from happening.

And if the administration were a normal administration and had compiled a record so far of being a normal administration, the Court would've said, Well, I can be confident they're not going to do this while we are hearing your petition, so let's give the government a chance to respond. Let's see what they say, and then we'll decide what to do. Because, of course, the government wouldn't spirit these people away while we are actually in the process of deciding whether it can do so on this emergency application you filed. But they knew that the government had done exactly that with the first 200 or so people they had sent away.

The case was before a district judge, and they rushed to secretly get the people out before he could issue an order. And they didn't quite succeed on that, which is why you have these issues of contempt floating around now. But at 1 a.m., the Court by a 7-2 vote said, Don't remove anybody in the class represented by these lawyers until you hear otherwise from us. 

And that shows that there is a cost to the administration of acting the way it's acting towards the courts, because if you squander the reputation that governments of both parties have had for credibility and fair dealing and honest brokering with the Court, then they're going to treat you different because they know they can't quite trust you.

Frum: Well, but as we play this game out, who wins? Because in the end, the Court counts on the government to comply. And if the government doesn't comply, and again doesn't comply--if it shows contempt, and the Department of Justice refuses to do anything about the contempt--at the end of this chain of escalation, doesn't the executive win?

Keisler: Well, that's a really good question, because look--if you and I were disobeying a court order in a private case, there's a very available tool kit that courts have to deal with that. We would face punishing fines, perhaps daily fines, until we comply, and we could even be incarcerated. It's much harder, much trickier to apply that tool kit when the executive branch as a whole--not simply some rogue actor in it, but the executive branch as a whole--is the one that's in defiance.

And in particular--and I think this is embedded in your question--a particular order that essentially directs the executive branch to conduct diplomacy is especially hard to enforce. If the Court had ordered, you know, that the government pay somebody money, that's an easier matter. Or even turn the planes around, as was the case in one of these cases--that's a binary thing. You either comply or you don't. The planes turn around or they don't. But the Court can't deal directly with the president of El Salvador, so they've essentially directed the president to do what he can to get them out.

Now, you know, this is an easy matter because, as I said, they're only there because we're paying to house them. El Salvador has no independent--and so the administration just needs to ask. And I would just say this about that, which is that right now they've made it easy to see their contempt, because they're not even asking. The attorney general has said, "He's not coming [home] ... End of [the] story." Those are her words.

But let's say they were just a little bit more smarmy about it, right? Let's say they sent a letter: Dear President Bukele, an unelected federal judge without, in our view, any legal basis has directed us to try to get Mr. Abrego Garcia home. So we are conveying that request. Your friend, Marco. 

Frum: (Laughs.)

Keisler: And President Bukele looks at that letter, and he can read the subtext as well as the rest of us, and says no. And then the administration goes back to court, with a kind of a cartoon halo above its head, and said, Well, Your Honor, we tried, but he said no. Now, the Court can find them in contempt because she can read the subtext just as well as President Bukele and the rest of us. But that still doesn't get the man home, and it's very hard for a court to work its will directly on a process that's so necessarily entrusted to the actual carrying out and implementation by the executive branch.

Frum: On this larger question of defiance, a thing I find myself thinking about a lot is the president's threats to Jerome Powell at the Federal Reserve. Now, the rule we all thought we knew is that the president of the United States cannot fire the chairman of the Federal Reserve for policy reasons. And Jerome Powell has, as recently as last week in an interview at the Economic Club of Chicago, stated, That's the conventional view. You cannot fire me for policy reasons.

But we also used to have a strong tradition that was preserved by every president from Jimmy Carter to Barack Obama that the president couldn't fire the head of the FBI for policy reasons. And some presidents, like Ronald Reagan and Obama, cohabited with an FBI director appointed by the opposite party for six or seven years before the term expired. And the one case where an FBI director was removed was by President Clinton. And that was a case where he'd inherited an FBI director from the Bush administration and also a big dossier from the Bush administration saying, Please fire this guy for fiddling his expense accounts, which may or may not have been fair--let's bracket that.

But H. W. Bush's attorney general, [Bill] Barr, the same as Trump's second attorney general, had said, Look--we've compiled this dossier here. We think you should get rid of him. And the Clinton people squirmed and stalled and tried to entice the director to leave voluntarily, and fired him only at the end, but not for a political reason, but for cause: the alleged fiddling with the expense accounts.

Trump fired two FBI directors, both for political reasons, in his first term and his second, and then appointed a creature of his as FBI director and got him confirmed by the Senate and a deputy who's an even more embarrassing creature, if possible, than the director. And that tradition is over. The FBI director is no longer independent of the president. The FBI director is a complete tool of the president. Why couldn't that happen at the Federal Reserve?

Keisler: Well, it potentially could. But let's talk about that, because it's important to distinguish between the president's power to fire Jerome Powell and the president's power to demote him, because those actually stand on somewhat different footings.

And let's start with the firing. But let me just step back and give a little of the background here, because the important thing to know is that the Federal Reserve Board has been the ghastly specter that has haunted the debate about the extent of the president's removal power over officers for many, many years. And I'll explain what I mean by that.

But just some additional background for your listeners: The default rule has always been that, with a few exceptions, if the president appointed you, the president can fire you. He could call up Marco Rubio tomorrow and say, Marco, you've done nothing wrong. You've been a great secretary of state, but I want Steve Witkoff, and so I am firing you right now. And at the end of that phone call, Marco Rubio would be a private citizen. The president doesn't have to have a reason, doesn't have to get anyone else's approval. He's gone.

And actually, that's true of the FBI director too. The FBI director has a 10-year term by statute, and that was designed to give him some measure of independence. And there's been a norm that presidents have mostly not removed their FBI directors, except for cause before Trump. But in fact, the statute doesn't say he can't be removed earlier than that. And because there is this default rule that says if the president appointed you, the president can fire you, that actually is generally accepted that, as bad as it is, it applies to the FBI director too.

But there is a small subset, mostly and most prominently, the regulatory commissioners at some of the key regulatory agencies, like the Federal Trade Commission and the National Labor Relations Board. Congress has written into those statutes not only a specified term, usually four years, but has specifically said, The president cannot remove you except for--there's language like malfeasance or neglect of duty or inefficiency.

And back during the New Deal, the Supreme Court upheld Congress's power to restrict the president's ability to fire under certain circumstances. But there has been a long-standing debate--and one that predates Donald Trump--among scholars over whether or not that decision was right and whether or not Congress really should have that power. And the trend of Court decisions over the last several years has been to be increasingly skeptical of Congress's power to limit that. But they've never quite gone so far as to overrule that key New Deal precedent. And part of it has been the haunting specter of the Federal Reserve Board, because the board of governors are one of those agencies where Congress has written in, You can only fire for cause.

And so if you are on the side of the people who want the Court to permit Congress to do that, and some cases come up--as they're coming up now involving the president's firing of FTC commissioners or National Labor Relation Board members--if you are on that side, the first thing you are saying is, My God, Court, don't do this. Because if the logic and reasoning of their position supports that, it also supports being able to fire J. Powell, and everybody understands what a disaster it would be if our monetary policy were subject to that kind of direct political control.

And if you're on the other side--if you are arguing in favor of the president's power to remove--there are a few exceptions, but most people and anyone litigating the case before the court is saying, No, no, that's different. The Fed is unique. Monetary policy is unique. I can come up with some reasons to distinguish it.

So that's been kind of a long background. But what will the Court do? Right now, there are cases bubbling up and before the Court involving other agencies. The president hasn't fired J. Powell, as you know, in part because he doesn't want to contaminate those cases by making that vivid how much might be at stake. In those cases, the Court is perfectly capable of saying, Arguments about the Federal Reserve Board are not before us. We're not going to decide that here. Even if they uphold the president's right to fire FTC commissioners and NLRB members and so on, they can say, There are arguments out there that the Fed is different, and we will wait to address them for another day.

And that day may never come, because, you know, last week the president said--I mean, it was almost a joke--he said, "Powell's termination can't come fast enough [for me]!" Well, he's the president. He hasn't been shy about pushing the legal envelope. If he really wants to fire J. Powell, he would try to.

Frum: But when Trump says things like that, there's a whole school of thought, which was, Well, Trump may say these things, but he would never actually do them. And that school of thought looks pretty battered. After January 6, you have to assume that anything Trump is talking about doing is something he might actually do.

Keisler: I think you have to assume the possibility. I don't think he loved the experience when the stock market dived because of the tariffs, and he may not want to provoke a similar one, but he could wake up one morning and just be motivated to do it. And that's why I mentioned at the outset this distinction between firing and demoting, because if he was going to do it, I think he would.

And by demoting, what I mean is this: So J. Powell is chair of the seven-member board of governors. The decision to designate one of the governors as chair, the provisions in the statute about that don't have the same tenure protections that being a governor does. So if the president, instead of saying to J. Powell, You're fired. You're now a private citizen, like that Marco Rubio guy I was referring to earlier--if he instead said, You're still a governor, but you're no longer the chair, there would be, I think, a stronger basis for him to argue: Look--Congress has never limited that particular designation decision.

Frum: So interesting. Yeah.

Keisler: And there's a default rule that says, I can change it. Now, there'd be limits there, right? He couldn't just pick anybody to succeed Powell; he'd have to pick an existing governor because if there's no vacancy, he can't create one by firing a governor. He can only remove the chair, make the chair a governor, and elevate somebody. But eventually, there would be a vacancy. Or, you know, he could say to one of the governors that he wants to remove, How would you like to be secretary of the Treasury? Then fire his secretary of the treasury, move the governor to the Treasury Department, nominate somebody new, and say that person would be chair.

So there are ways to do this without putting himself in the weakest possible legal position. Because I think the Court would be as reluctant as the rest of us to usher in a situation where monetary policy is subject to presidential control on a day-to-day basis. And I think they would avoid a decision doing so if they if at all could.

Frum: But he's going to need a scapegoat because the tariff policy is an immediate disaster. There's no public backing for it. And the Federal Reserve has always been--and when he got into trouble in 2018, the Federal Reserve was his favorite villain then. And Trump thinks like a lifelong debtor. He always thinks, There's nothing wrong with this business that cheaper credit couldn't fix. 

Keisler: Right. Look-- at some point, he can't keep on blaming Biden for everything that happens. So yes, he's going to have to find other scapegoats. And maybe he will try to do this, and if he does, it will be yet another line being crossed that we may never be able to get back from.

Frum: One of the things I think we've all discovered--I mean, we must have known it, but we never thought about it--there's a background law to a lot of powers of the president, which is: The president of the United States would never do that. So we don't have to write that down, because the president of the United States would never do that. So is there a law that the president of the United States can't run a profit-making business while president? Or sell scam meme coins? Well, we don't have to put that in writing, because the president would never do that. So the president did it. So now we have this strange spectacle, where there's this powerful agency created--or it's not even an agency. What do you call DOGE? What is its status?

Keisler: It's an entity.

Frum: It's an entity that's firing people, cutting budgets, impounding funds. And all of this is overseen nominally by somebody who has never, I think, even been photographed, but in practice by a hugely powerful and wealthy businessman who has never divested himself from any of his other businesses. Now, are there legalities here, or are we in a post-legality world where legalities don't matter anymore?

Keisler: Well, there is a criminal conflict-of-interest statute, and it prohibits employees from participating in matters over which they have a financial or other interest that's at all substantial. And that applies to Elon Musk because Elon Musk is what's called a "special government employee," meaning a temporary employee. But the conflict-of-interest laws apply to that.

And look--in thinking about this, I mean, there's obviously a host of really complex government regulations. But basically, the potential for conflict with anybody coming to the government is a function of the answer to two different questions. One is, what is their set of financial and other interests? And the other is, what are their responsibilities going to be?

So you have those two circles. And think of it like a simplified two-circle Venn diagram. Where those circles--his interests and his responsibilities--intersect, that's the area where there is a potential conflict. And if you have very few assets, you can be secretary of the Treasury, but there's not going to be much intersection. You can recuse yourself from a couple of things. If you have lots of assets, but you're a data-input operator at the Social Security Administration, there's not going to be a big intersection point.

But with Musk, what you've got is two really big circles because you have an enormous amount of financial holdings, and you have, government-wide, vague but very significant government-wide authority. So there's a huge intersection point there. Now, you know, that doesn't mean he can't serve. There are lots of people who go into government with lots of financial interests, but there's a process for that usually. You disclose all your financial interests to--you know, you were in the White House; you know this process. You disclose your financial interests to various lawyers and officials who go over it and then give you guidance as to what you can and can't do. With Musk, what he said is, Oh, if I see anything that's a conflict, I just won't do that. So it's completely self-policing. That's not how it works. It's at least not how it's ever worked, and it's not how it should work.

Frum: But the president can dispense with a lot of, for example, the classification rules. Can the president say, Look--I know you've got a lot of SEC matters pending, but if you want to go ahead and fire everybody at the SEC so these matters won't be resolved for the next hundred years, go ahead, be my guest. You have the power. Is that one of those, "But the president would never do that?" Or is there some law that would restrain the president's ability to say, Yeah, you can gut the SEC so it will never get around to enforcing any of these matters against you?

Keisler: Well, I have two answers to that. One is a technical one, and one is a philosophical one. The technical answer is: There is in the conflict-of-interest laws and regulations procedures for someone to get waivers from various agency officials, and usually the waiver requires you to show that your interest is just not so substantial that would affect the integrity of the procedure.

Now, that almost certainly could not be sensibly granted here. But nonetheless, there could be a piece of paper where some agency official says, I grant you a waiver. I suspect they haven't even bothered to do that. But I don't know, because that's where we get to the philosophical question here. And not to take this too high into the stratosphere, but the question is: What is law?

Like, to me, law is a set of binding requirements that you find in statutes and court decisions and regulations in the Constitution. And they exist, and they bind whomever they bind by their own terms. But you know, there was a school of thought in the early 20th century--the legal realists, very influential thinkers who said, No, no, no, that's silly. Law is not an abstraction. Law is a prediction about what courts and people who enforce the law are actually going to do, because that's the only place where law has meaning.

So who enforces the conflict-of-interest requirement? It's agency general counsels. It's inspectors general. For high-level appointees like Musk, it's the White House counsel's office. And in extreme cases where there's a criminal violation, it's the Department of Justice. If all of those institutions have been sufficiently compromised, that there's nobody who's going to say, This is a conflict, is it really law? Well, we could debate that philosophically. As a practical matter, I don't think anyone's going to be applying the conflict-of-interest requirements to Elon Musk any more than Elon Musk wants them to.

Frum: So it's all gone?

Keisler: I think like so much, you know, ultimately, look--we're a democracy, and we give the president a lot of power. We particularly give the president a lot of power when he's joined with Congress. The reality is that so much of what we rely on, as you say, have been norms and lines that presidents don't cross, not because they couldn't but because they don't wish to. If they wish to, we're in a different world.

Frum: Well, this is where I want to invite you to look ahead to something that worries me a lot. And I don't have any kind of answer to this, or I don't even know how to begin to think about it.

But the United States has a strong tradition of turning the page on past chapters of political history. The outgoing president departs, and even if the successor thinks that outgoing president may have done some things that were wrong--there's a very real-world example that during Watergate, it was uncovered that Lyndon Johnson had done many of the same financial things that Richard Nixon was accused of doing, and more so that would, in the post-Watergate world, look like violations of practice or even of law.

Strong impulse: Turn the page. Don't look back. Once Nixon left office, pardon and don't look back. And so on, it has always been. And it becomes--it's not just a technical matter of: Do we look at the acts of past presidents? But there's also been a kind of acceptance of them. So enough time passes, and however much you didn't like Ronald Reagan or Jimmy Carter, that 20 years after they're out of office, everyone agrees to pretend they're to be chiseled out of marble and regarded as stalwarts and paragons.

One of the things that Trump people complain about is, when Trump left office in 2021, he didn't get that treatment, right? There were investigations that because his acts had been so egregious, that he was prosecuted in all kinds of ways, or at least investigated. He was able to stop most of the prosecutions. But he was treated in a different way from any other ex-president, to which the answer is: Well, he behaved in a different way.

And as he's now returned to the presidency, he's doing even more egregious things. And the cycle--if and when there is a post-Trump presidency, if and when people who have different views ever reclaim any executive power, they're going to confront either: These acts are so extreme; you can't turn the practice of oblivion on them. But then we're into a new kind of world that looks a lot more like French history than American history, where we're digging up the bodies of dead kings and throwing them to the jackals.

Keisler: Yeah, I mean, look--I would just say this, which is that I think that will be a tough question, but at the same time, at the end of this administration--let's assume it's just a four-year administration--the to-do list is going to be huge. It's going to include things like: How do we rebuild NATO? And how do we rebuild our alliances around the world, and how do we rebuild our economy from the different shocks and disasters, and how do we rebuild a functioning civil service after so many people are fired?

And I'm not saying that questions about accountability should be completely ignored, but I will just say that my priority is going to be less--and I think the new government's priority is going to be less--How do we ensure accountability for past misdeeds? and more, like, How do we just repair the damage?

Frum: But if some staffer at DOGE has unloaded vast amounts of proprietary government data into a computer where they shouldn't be, and is maybe hoarding them or even trying to sell them, that person is going to have some kinds of legal liabilities in his own right. And the defense will be, Someone told me to do it.

Keisler: No, that's right. And look--you mentioned the Supreme Court's decision about presidential immunity, with which I really disagree. The decision--I disagree with the decision. But at the end of the day, that only applies to the president. It doesn't protect his subordinates. So there will be potential liability and exposure.

And I don't mean to dismiss that. I just feel like there's going to be so much repair work to be done. I feel like we're going to have other priorities as well.

Frum: How does that rebuilding go? I mean, there is a practice where lawyers--no disrespect--tend to respond to breaches of norms by writing laws. And so after every scandal, you have this kind of museum of the scandal, which is the law written after the fact of: Outlaw the scandal, because it wasn't maybe even illegal before, until you get ever greater accretions of law. And the bad practices, or the bad consequences of all this law, is you encourage the very American way of thinking, which is: If it's not outright prohibited, then I'm free to do it.

Keisler: Look--democracy got into this mess, and democracy is going to have to get us out. And that's going to mean, kind of, fostering a public understanding of why these principles and norms are important, so that we could get back to a place where, regardless of whether it violates the precise terms of a law, people who want to be successful in politics and want to be remembered well won't do that. And that's a broader education and persuasion campaign more than it is a question of writing new laws and regulations.

Frum: In Trump 1, just generally, the conservative legal establishment we knew, all the federal society people we were friends with--in so many cases still are--that was turned out to be quite a bulwark against the worst things the president wanted to do in Trump 1. During the interregnum between the two Trumps, it began to crumble. You found a lot of people who, one would've thought, knew better, making arguments to protect Trump that were obviously opportunistic for Trump, you know, one time only.

And now in Trump 2, it's not just legal weirdos from strange places in American life, but it is: A lot of very distinguished people are ready to do the work to enable Donald Trump to break what everybody used to think were laws. How do we think about this? What do we do about it? Does any of this cast a backward glance on the conservative legal project? Or is there a new conservative legal project that we're going to need to do to incorporate kind of concepts of morality along with concepts of law?

Keisler: Well, on the backwards-looking question, I mean, I certainly do look back and think, Well, you know, I thought there were people who shared certain principles that I hold dear, and that I thought we all said we held dear, that I guess turned out not to or changed their minds. So it does certainly make me look back with a bunch of question marks in my mind.

But look--looking forward in some ways, I think the answer is the same. Yes, there are a lot of people who have done things and joined things and advocated for things that I'm very surprised and disappointed about, and it certainly changed my view of them. But I think we need to work, person by person, throughout the country, just trying to persuade people that this is the wrong path, and moving to the right path anyone we can.

Frum: Is there a general rule, or is it so particular in each case, where you could say to a young person who intended to do good and who's thinking of serving the second Trump administration, Look--here are the rules where you might be able to do good, and here are the rules where you might not be? Or would your advice to them just be, Stay away. This is all going to end in ruin and disaster?

Keisler: So my advice on that--it changed between the first Trump term and the second Trump term. In the first Trump term, I had a lot of conversations with people about that very subject. They would say, you know, I don't like Donald Trump very much, but I have these particular political values which coincide with some aspects of his program, and my only chance to serve in the government would be in a Republican administration. What do you think I should do? And my general view there was that, look--the only alternative to good people being in government was more bad people being in government, and so that we all had an interest in having good people be in government.

But I would say, Look--that's what the country's interest is. For you, I would just look for roles that don't have you directly, you know, with the Eye of Sauron gazing upon you in the White House. Find something that's a little distant from that where most of the government is functioning normally, and you can engage in public service in a wonderful way.

In the second term, I just don't think there is a part of the government where you can say that anymore. I think at this point, that baleful eye is kind of much more pervasive and trying to turn everything in its direction. I mean, one thing that is just striking about this administration, whether you talk about law firms or universities or the media: They are systematically trying to use every available lever of government power that exists in order to punish their enemies and discourage people from speaking out against them. And I think it's very hard to find a corner of the government today where you can feel good. So I think on that my advice has changed.

Frum: My very last question: You have had a distinguished career in private practice. You mentioned law firms just now. Why are the law firms buckling in the way that they are?

Keisler: Well, I think it's a classic prisoner's dilemma, which is that some individual--I mean, the way the president's attack on law firms works, again, this is about using all the levers of government power. They're trying to ruin the law firms by threatening the clients--by saying, you know, You'll lose your government contracts if you're a client of this law firm, in the hope that the clients will flee, the lawyers representing those clients will flee, and the law firms will crumble. And so some law-firm leaders have, I think, mistakenly concluded that the way to do this is to cut a deal and just get themselves out of the president's gaze, and then they can move on.

I think they're mistaken if they think they can move on. I think we're already starting to see the demands escalate. Everybody knows that when you pay protection money, it's not one and done--that they come back to you for more and more and more once they know you're willing to pay. And so that's why we see, even after these deals were inked, the president saying things like, Well, now I think I'd like to use these law firms to help coal companies with their leasing or help me with my trade deals. And there's even reporting that they want these law firms to potentially work for DOGE and the Justice Department. Now, I don't know whether any of those requests have been made. Maybe the president's gaze will in fact turn elsewhere. But these law firms have indicated that they are willing to pay protection money, and I don't know why they think it's going to stop here.

Frum: I think the message from the federal courts through Trump 1 and through the interval between Trump 1 and Trump 2 is, Don't look to us. This isn't our job. It's your job. And maybe we all need to heed that message and say, You know what? They're not--the courts aren't going to save us. They can do some things, but this is our job. And we have to do it.

Keisler: I think that is absolutely right. Look--courts are going to play a very critical function. They're already playing that function. There's a subset of issues where they are absolutely critical, and they're often doing great work.

But that's a subset of issues. Some things the president is doing are going to be terrible but lawful. Some things are going to be unlawful, but there's going to be a long lag time between the act and a court remedy. And some things, the court remedy is just not going to be fully effective. So it's ultimately up to the rest of us.

Frum: Peter Keisler, thank you so much.

Keisler: Thank you, David. It's a pleasure.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Peter Keisler for joining The David Frum Show. I always learn so much from him. I have learned so much from him for so many years. I'm so grateful he joined us today.

Now some questions from viewers and listeners. Let me thank everyone who's been sending in these questions. We really are impressed by the volume and flow and the thoughtfulness of the questions. This week I was only able to select three. Please continue to send them. We'll be selecting more in the future.

But let me begin with a question from John in Richmond, Virginia: "Why is it much more politically acceptable to attack Democratic constituencies, cities, and blue states, but not Republican constituencies, rural areas, and red states. Republicans compete to see who has more contempt for the former. And everyone seems to accept that Democratic voters should not expect to be treated as equal citizens under a Republican administration, but not the other way around."

Well, John, is it acceptable? I notice you don't accept it. You know, a long time ago, President [Franklin] Roosevelt reprimanded one of his Cabinet members, the postmaster general, who was also the functional head of the Democratic Party. He had said something dismissive--the postmaster general--about Republicans in rural areas. And Roosevelt said to him, This is never wise. You don't denigrate anybody. We need every vote and everywhere. And indeed, that year, President Roosevelt won the vote in Kansas and other midwestern states because he had practiced a politics of respect.

Republicans do this not because it's acceptable, but because they've given up on competing in great parts of the country. And Democrats refrain from doing it because they continue to compete in great parts of the country. We have two political coalitions in the United States right now. One is the tightly bounded Republican coalition, with its strict upper limits and its lack of interest in competing in the areas of the country where probably more than half the population lives, and a much baggier, looser Democratic coalition.

It's never good practice to insult anybody. You'll always be surprised by votes that might be potentially available, and it's just undisciplined and misbehavior for Republicans to do the opposite. It's part of the self-indulgence, I think, that is intended to impel Republican politics in the Trump era. It's not good for them. It's not wise. And the lesson is not, Why can't we be as obnoxious as them? but, When will they learn to stop being so obnoxious themselves? 

A second question comes from a reader who identifies himself as an immigrant from Africa. He said, "Sometime ago, you said in one of your interactions with other podcasts that you want to reclaim the term globalist, which the MAGA folks use as pejorative. How important do you think reclaiming such terms as globalist and globalization is in accepting the inevitable interconnectedness and interdependence economically, financially, commercially, of the global community in the 21st century and beyond?"

You know, when a word gets contaminated, there's usually a strong reason why the people who contaminate the word want to contaminate it. And then those on the other side have to think very hard about whether it's worthwhile to try to rescue the word or not.

So the word globalist is used to connect together a series of ideas, some very popular, some less so, and some quite crazy. So globalism is sometimes used to refer to advocacy for free trade, free movement of capital, investment goods--which, as we're now discovering, most Americans support, and especially support when someone tries to take those things away. It can also mean a reference to the apparatus of global governance that makes this trade and makes these flows possible. These things don't just happen by themselves. The United States and other advanced countries are bound together in a series of arrangements. The World Health Organization, conventions on postage and moving parcels, rules on intellectual property, all kinds of institutions like the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.

Now, these institutions are harder to understand. They have many different missions; some are more popular, and others are not. And I think people who use the term global and globalist as pejoratives are trying to link something that is generally approved of--which is international trade--to things that people find more mysterious and maybe threatening, which are the institutions that make international trade possible.

It is also, I suppose, linked to feelings about immigration, which are more complicated than feelings about trade and goods and services and capital. And finally, I think it is intended to suggest at the back of all of these arrangements lies some shadowy conspiracy--maybe Jewish, maybe some other kind of conspiracy--that is manipulating the lives of people and controlling our thoughts, through 5G telephones or whatever paranoid conspiracy has the upper hand that week.

I think the terms global and globalist are worth fighting for, because, as we've discovered, you can't surrender part of this project and hope to keep the other parts alive. Once you accept the idea that there's some kind of shadowy conspiracy that is making institutions work, you weaken the ability to defend international trade and other international benefits. The Trump administration has singled out for attack the World Health Organization. Now, it is only thanks to the World Health Organization, with its admittedly many, many problems, that we have any eyes into what is going on inside China at all. And China is a place where epidemics do tend to originate, for reasons that it's fascinating to speculate about but ultimately don't matter.

They just, again and again--epidemics going back into the middle years of the 20th century have tended to originate in China. So you want eyes and ears. The World Health Organization is a way to do it. If you denigrate that because you have succumbed to some crazy conspiracy theory, you do yourself no good. And if globalist and globalism are used as synonyms for anti-Jewish prejudice, then I think you need to take it head on.

Last question comes from Jamie, California: "As someone deeply disturbed by what's happening, I'm at a loss for what meaningful, immediate action I can take. Like many, I feel shocked by our country's descent into autocracy and kleptocracy, but also paralyzed by it. What can individuals like me actually do right now that might truly move the needle instead of just waiting helplessly for the midterms?"

You know, there was a saying during the first Trump term: "LOL nothing matters." And I always answered that by saying, actually, everything matters. It's just that there's a lot of everything. The needle is enormous, and its movements are often imperceptible to the individual eye. But that doesn't mean that when you apply whatever force you have to moving that needle, however little you see the needle moving, that doesn't mean it's not moving. It is moving just so, so slowly and with such weight. And all our individual strengths are one by one, so limited, but together, so powerful.

I am a great believer in elections over movements. There is a time and place when people need to come into the streets, and that is when the possibility of free and fair elections has been taken away. You see that happening in places like Serbia and soon, perhaps, in Hungary, where people come into the streets because the electoral process doesn't work. And that day may come in the United States. I worry a lot about the integrity and fairness of the elections of 2026 and 2028. But for now, we have to assume and work on the assumption that those elections will be more or less free and fair, that the efforts that individuals put into organizing and voting will matter, and that is the place to go.

You shouldn't be waiting helplessly for the elections; you should be preparing now. All those elections have begun. The 2028 election has begun. The 2026 elections have well begun. Money needs to be raised. Candidates need to be recruited. An organization needs to be done. If you live, as I infer Jamie does, in a state that is overwhelmingly blue, like California, you can still play a part by, for example, volunteering your time to phone bank into nearby states. California may be blue, but Nevada is contested. You can take time to help candidates in Nevada. And even in California, there are districts that can swing one way or another.

Another thing that a good citizen like Jamie can do is to try to make the Democratic Party more effective in government. You know, one of the things we all have to face is: A reason that Donald Trump came back to power in 2024 was because so many Americans were dissatisfied with the record of the Biden administration before it--both about things that maybe they couldn't help, like the surge of global inflation, but the Biden administration also decided it wasn't going to make a big deal out of issues like immigration enforcement, anti-crime enforcement, civic order. And that's an important reason why Kamala Harris lost in 2024 and Trump was able to return.

So there has to be a Democratic Party that can not only win but govern if you're going to keep the forces of Trumpism at bay, so being involved in those sectarian or factional disputes within the Democratic Party to say effective governance is going to be indispensable to keeping the lower-D democratic institutions in power, making them work, making them succeed.

There's a lot to do. And you shouldn't measure the success, the efficacy of your efforts by: Is there some immediate, big result? Everything moves so gradually. Everything moves so slowly, but everything does move.

I think it's the faith that individual effort can matter that brings me back here week after week. I hope it will bring you all back here week after week. Thank you all for watching. If you are watching on YouTube, please like and subscribe. If you're listening on an audio platform, please rate and review. We'll be back next week with more of The David Frum Show. Send questions to producer@thedavidfrumshow.com, and please keep watching.

Thank you for joining. I so appreciate it. And I am so strengthened, cheered by the comfort and company of you all. Thank you. See you next week.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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In this episode of The David Frum Show, David discusses how the Trump administration is in for a stark reality check due to its trade policies. David also debunks the claims of a painless economic transition promised by President Donald Trump and makes the point that the administration is not only bluffing and mismanaging fiscal and trade policies, but also misleading the public with promises of easy success.

Then, David is joined by the premier of Ontario, Doug Ford, to discuss Canadians' reactions to the sudden economic and rhetorical attacks from their once-trusted American neighbors.

After the interview, David answers listener questions about the Trump base, the media techniques of fascists, and the hidden gift of Trumpism.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome back to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic, and I'm grateful that you would join us again this second week of the program.

This week, my guest will be Ontario Premier Doug Ford. Now, I should make clear, if anyone doesn't know it: I, too, am a Canadian and an Ontarian by birth, and I still spend a lot of time there.

I'm going to be speaking to the premier about the sense of shock and dismay that Canadians have felt about Donald Trump's threats, not only to the trade arrangement between Canada and the United States, but his demands that Canada be annexed to the United States.

You know, the Trump people, when they're trying to justify the economic policy that sent world financial markets into such chaos over the past weeks, they try to present this as some kind of confrontation with China alone, because they don't like to admit to Americans that they are waging a trade war against the entire planet. This is not an anti-China campaign; this is an anti-everybody campaign. And it's a campaign in which America has almost literally no allies, except maybe El Salvador.

The trade war began with attacks on Canada, supposedly and historically America's closest neighbor and ally. You would think if you were trying to build an anti-China coalition, you would start by consolidating the North American heartland, especially the U.S.-Canada relationship. That's exactly the opposite of what has happened.

I'll be talking to the premier about that, how Canadians feel about it--not so much the facts and figures of the relationship, enormous as it is, but what it has been like for Canadians to be on the receiving end of threats of annexation, threats of violence, and this unrelenting campaign of tariffs and harassment, which has not been paused. The tariffs against China paused and unpaused. But those against Canada have remained consistently in place from the very beginning of the Trump administration. It's bizarre. It's shocking. It's upsetting. And that's what we're going to talk about this week on The David Frum Show.

After the interview, I will be discussing and answering some reader questions. But first, some opening thoughts on the events of the past week.

[Music]

Frum: When Donald Trump and those around him want to demean or dismiss some opponent, some critic, they sometimes use the phrase, He doesn't have the cards. They've said that about Volodymyr Zelensky and the Ukrainian people's resistance to Russian aggression. They've said it about Canada and other trading partners.

The implication is that the other person is too weak, too insignificant to be bothered to be worthy of respect. But there's another implication, too, which is that the United States and the Trump administration does have the cards, is so mighty and fearsome that others must give way.

Now, the United States is obviously a very powerful nation with a lot of sources of command and control. But it is important to understand that, in fact, Donald Trump doesn't have the cards that he thinks he does, and that's one of the reasons that this campaign of economic aggression he's launched--not against China but against the whole planet, every country just about, almost every trading nation--is coming amiss and will likely end in failure, and even disaster.

Let's just take Donald Trump seriously for a moment. He doesn't deserve it, but let's just, for our own sakes, do it: supposing a president of the United States came to office and said, You know what? My top priority is going to be reshoring manufacturing in the United States. I personally don't agree that this should be anybody's top priority, but let's suppose it were a president's top priority: reshoring manufacturing. That's what Donald Trump says he wants to do. How would you go about it?

Well, first you admit to yourself, if to no one else, that you are proposing a very ambitious and expensive task, one that will involve a lot of dislocation. So you'd face up to that. You would try to build some kind of political consensus in favor of the bumpy, difficult path you were proposing for the nation. You would maximize your friends at home. You would reach out to other parties. You would not behave in an arrogant way that had a lot of people hoping for your failure, and you would not start committing all kinds of other offenses--and even crimes--that put you in all kinds of precarious positions, where anything went wrong, and your whole program would come a cropper.

You would understand you were doing something that was not easy, was not going to be fast, was going to be costly, was going to impose significant hardship on many people. You'd work with allies. You'd build a large coalition because even if as you're shrinking your supply chains to move things away from China, you're still going to need various kinds of inputs from other countries--raw materials, if nothing else. And you'd want to make sure that as many countries as possible were sympathetic to what you were doing, rather than wishing that you would fail and fearing your aggression. You certainly wouldn't open campaigns of territorial aggression against neighbors and allies. You wouldn't say, We're going to annex Greenland from Denmark, and we're going to try to conquer Canada and make it a 51st state. You wouldn't do any of those things.

You would also understand the relationship between your financial program and your economic program. Now, this is a little technical, but it's really important to grasp. The reason the United States has such a big trade deficit is exactly and precisely because the United States imports so much capital from other countries. The current account and the capital account--to give them their technical names--have to move together.

So one reason the United States has had such an expansion of its trade deficit in recent years is, first, that the United States is importing so much capital in the form of private investment. People are buying into American companies, which is a good thing. But it's also because the United States has run huge budget deficits. So foreigners buy a lot of American debt because there's a lot of American debt to buy.

A first step--and an indispensable step--towards shrinking your trade deficit is to shrink your budget deficit. So you would have a fiscal plan that worked in parallel to your trade plan, your economic plan, whereas instead of, as Donald Trump has done, exactly the opposite. His plan is to make the deficit bigger on a fantasy that with enough tariffs, he can make the trade deficit smaller. And that's not going to work.

You would level with people. You would not promise people quick and easy success. The hardships that have come, and are to come, are going to arrive and are arriving as a total surprise to Americans. They were promised that this was going to be quick and easy. People in the Trump administration are still promising that the stock market will go up any day soon, not understanding: You know what? Reshoring all this manufacturing, it's going to dislocate a lot of arrangements. A lot of businesses are going to close. A lot of people are going to lose their jobs.

Maybe they'll find new ones. Conceivably--I don't believe it, but conceivably--the new ones will be better paid. Probably not. But if you think it's sort of more manly for Americans to work with their hands in factories than to work in offices or in service jobs, if you think that that is going to fortify the character of the country and the economic sacrifice is worth it, don't go promising people that they're going to be better off, because it's not true. And they will notice, and they will be mad, and they will notice soon.

Don't also say that your goal here is the strengthening of the American family. One of the things we know about families is they tend to come apart in times of economic distress, especially the non-college educated. During a recession, rates of divorce go up; rates of childbirth go down. If those are your top priorities, understand that they conflict with the other top priority of reorganizing the entire American economy.

Don't also make a lot of appeals to freedom, because a top-down reorganization of the American economy is many things, but a free-market project it is not. It's an act of state control, of state assertion, of central planning. Someone has grimly joked of central planning without a plan. But there's a notion, there's a concept that the people at the top--the people with authority--think that a certain way of organizing the economy would be better than other ways, and they're going to use the power of the state to enforce their vision.

So you have to drop all this talk about economic freedom, because that's not what we're doing. Economic freedom belongs to those who are free traders. With the reorientation of the economy toward manufacturing, you're committing to the tariff regime, which is highly intrusive. You're committing to probably various kinds of retraining programs. You're committing to state subsidies to, at a minimum, to buy off the farmers, but state subsidies in other industries too.

And ultimately, if you're not going to have a shrunken budget deficit and you're going to do the tariffs and you're going to try to reshore manufacturing, sooner or later, you're going to discover yourself needing some kind of capital or exchange control to control the flow of money in and out of your country.

So this is a big, old-fashioned, wartime-economy project, not at all a free-market one. And you'd better acknowledge that to yourself. Instead, what has happened is that Trump has presented this in a way that is so false, so deceptive, that the story is going to unravel faster than he can deliver any conceivable benefit. Never mind net benefit--any benefit at all.

So what he's going to discover is he's doing this all with bluff. He doesn't have the cards. His promise of easy, cheap success, well, it comes naturally to him because he's kind of a flimflam artist, and all his life, he has bilked people who have trusted him. In this case, he's trying to bilk a whole nation.

I don't worry about this, because, as I say, I don't wish any of this project well. I think the whole project is ill-conceived, even if it were an honest project. And it's not honest. But I think he has begun this project by lying even to himself about how easy it's going to be, how fast it's going to be, how remunerative it's going to be. And I think what we all smell coming from this administration in the light of the unraveling of self-deception is the smell of panic.

And this is the whole thing. This is the thing. I think that the whole world--and especially the Chinese, who are supposedly the targets of the Trump program--are smelling panic. They are smelling fear. They're smelling imminent defeat.

You know, the United States was sold this project as a way of reaffirming American power and greatness. In fact, what we are witnessing is not just a crisis of the American economy but a crisis of American power. All kinds of other resources of the American state--the good name, the credibility, the alliance system--all these things are also in danger right now. And we are going to find ourselves, at the end of this Trump program, which may be coming faster than anyone believes--this whole thing may collapse quite quickly--but when it does collapse, it's going to be hard to put together a second plan. It's going to be hard to persuade countries that have been targeted by the tariffs, the countries that have been threatened with aggression, the countries that have been abandoned that the United States has repented and will do better.

And I'm not thinking here just about close American friends but about a country like Vietnam, which is a historic enemy of China--which welcomed the opening of an economic tie to the United States as a way to both enrich themselves and also to give them some leverage against their powerful neighbor. They are now thinking, As nasty as the Chinese are, they may be more reliable. And we are seeing a revival of high-level visits between Vietnam and China in a way that is going to be very hard to undo.

Authoritarian states like Vietnam have a lot of policy continuity. Once they settle on something--it comes out of a big bureaucratic process of decision, but once they settle on it--that becomes the plan. And if they've become convinced that the United States under Donald Trump--that the United States, generally--is not a reliable partner, that's not something they're going to change their mind about when the United States says, Oops. Sorry it didn't work out. We didn't hit the Dow 50,000 target that Peter Navarro promised. We're rethinking this. We're going to try something else. We've got to pause. We've got an unpause, then we're pausing again and unpausing again. Through all of this, the United States is going to find itself in worse and worse shape.

And now my interview with Ontario Premier Doug Ford. After that, I'll be answering questions from viewers and listeners. Please remember to like and subscribe to The David Frum Show.

But first a quick break.

[Break]

Frum: Premier Ford, welcome.

Doug Ford: Well, thanks for having me on, David.

Frum: I should mention I was born in Ontario. I have a house in Ontario. I pay property taxes in Ontario, but I don't vote in Ontario, so you get the best of all possible worlds from me.

Ford: (Laughs.) Well, that's great. I can't stand taxes. Never raised a tax ever.

Frum: This is where I want to start. So you've been working very hard on American television--

Ford: Yes.

Frum: --talking about the relationship between Canada and the United States, between Ontario and the neighboring states, the facts, the figures, the enormous size of this relationship. I want to move away from that meat-and-potatoes, facts-and-figures approach to ask a sort of question I think Americans may not understand and would appreciate your insight into.

A lot of Americans, even the people who are not sympathetic to what President Trump is doing, treat his comments about Canada as kind of a joke: Annexing the 51st state--it's a troll. It's a joke. I don't think they understand the impact that this is having, that this kind of talk has on Canadians. So could you just [say], as someone who comes from a right-of-center background--not a tax raiser, not a big-government guy--as someone who comes from the same part of the world, basically, as the Trump voters come from, how all of this lands when Canadians and Ontarians hear it?

Ford: Well, what it is, David, we've always thought ourselves part of the family, and it's been that way for, oh, generations. And I think people were shocked. They were disappointed--if I could say the word hurt--because Canadians love Americans. They absolutely love them. They spend a lot of time in the U.S. And Americans love Canadians. I've talked to so many hardcore Trump supporters who are saying, Yeah, I would do anything for Trump, but I don't like the way he's treating our--one guy said--little brother. And that's the way we look upon it too.

I spent 20 years of my life in the U.S., and I love the U.S. I love the American people. I traveled pretty well to almost every state numerous times, and I just believe we're stronger together. I believe in the "Am-Can fortress," the American-Canadian fortress. Put a ring around it. No one can touch us.

We have all the natural resources, the energy, everything that the U.S. needs, and we need the U.S. We're the No. 1 customer, as I call it. We're their No. 1 customer, so vice versa. And we just need to work together. The threat is not Canada; it's China. You have to keep an eye on China. I've been saying it for years now, and it's coming to fruition.

Frum: I think one of the things that baffles a lot of people in the Canadian business community especially is: It's a complex relationship. There are always chafing points. Everybody understands that lumber, dairy--there have been issues that go back a long time. What I hear from people in the business world is that Trump people aren't saying anything you can even say yes to. The grievances seem so imaginary. Everyone knows the drugs don't flow from Canada to the United States. They flow from the United States to Canada. The guns flow from the United States to Canada. Flows of manufacturers go from the United States to Canada. Canada sends energy, and there's a trade back-and-forth in services. So they don't hear it. Like, even if they wanted to say yes, they can't, because the grievances don't seem real.

Ford: Well, that's because they aren't real. It's very, very simple. And, you know, it's the uncertainty that President Trump has put not just on Canada, on the entire world. You know, I always say you have to take a page out of Ronald Reagan's book back in 1988, on the free-trade deal. And, you know, protectionism does not work. It doesn't work anywhere in the world. It won't work between Canada and the U.S. The supply chain is so integrated.

Everyone's heard about the auto parts going back and forth six, seven, eight times before they get assembled in a plant in Ontario or a plant in the U.S., be it Michigan or any other auto plant. I always say--you know, the Auto Pact's been around since 1965--and you can't unscramble an egg. You have to make the omelet larger. And that's the auto sector. But there are so many other sectors that the supply chain is so integrated. You just can't flip on a switch and turn it off.

Frum: Well, you mentioned the Auto Pact. I think a lot of Americans don't understand when they hear President Trump say and his surrogates say, We want Canada to sign some great new trade deal, that Canadian-U.S. trade has been wrapped in deals. They go back to the 1950s for defense, to the 1960s for autos, the first Canada-U.S. Free Trade Agreement to the '80s, NAFTA update in the '90s, the Trump version of NAFTA in the 2010s.

And what Trump has been doing is saying, All those signatures don't mean anything. We want another set of signatures. And one of the questions I think you must have and Canadians must have is, well, if the last set of signatures don't mean anything, why do you want new signatures?

Ford: And that's what people have been saying, David. You know, President Trump made the last deal. I was part of that deal with Secretary [Robert] Lighthizer. And President Trump said it was the greatest deal ever. I guess it's not the greatest deal ever anymore. So I'm not too sure what he wants to do or where he wants to go, but we're just stronger together. With all the threats around the world, we need to stick together.

When China's cutting the U.S. off of critical minerals for their military use, we have all the critical minerals. Ontario has more critical minerals than anywhere in the world. We want to ship them down to our closest friend and ally to support them. For instance, nickel: 50 percent of the high-grade nickel the U.S. uses comes from Sudbury. And I emphasize high-grade nickel. There's a difference. They use it in their military, use it in their aerospace, in their manufacturing. Not to mention the aluminum and the steel and other critical minerals that I could list. And who better to give it to than our closest friends?

Frum: I understand you often talk to Secretary of Commerce [Howard] Lutnick. What are those conversations like, without asking you to say anything you shouldn't say? Does he place the call? Do you place the call? How do you greet each other? Is it cordial? What happens on those calls?

Ford: Well, it's always cordial. He's a very, very bright individual. He understands the markets, and that's why it's mind-boggling to so many people, elected officials, private-sector folks. He's a smart guy, and the market's speaking. And when you see the market tumbling, it's not about Wall Street losing money; it's about Main Street losing money.

The mom and pops that are out there that have money in pension funds--and we have a lot of pension funds in Toronto, probably one of the largest group of pension funds--they invest everywhere in the world, and they invest heavily into the U.S. So when their pension fund drops $2 billion or $3 billion over a three-day period, that's concerning.

It's concerning to people that want to invest around the world. They put that on hold. We're going to see inflation when you're targeting tariffs--which, by the way, I support all the tariffs against China, but there's a way of handling it.

Frum: Do you ever tell Secretary Lutnick that he could make everybody billions and billions of dollars if he could just keep his yap shut for 48 hours?

Ford: (Laughs.) Well, I never get personal with the president, never get personal with the secretary. But I'm not too sure if they realize the impact on the entire world when one man speaks; it can shift everything. So they have to be cognitive of every word that comes out of their mouth. It's just so, so important for the U.S., for the citizens, to make sure that we continue thriving and prospering. And that's what would happen if we made this Am-Can fortress.

Frum: Can you talk a little bit about the 51st-state troll?

Ford: Yes.

Frum: Because Canada and the United States have a relationship that is so integrated, everything from migratory birds and the Great Lakes. And trucks break down on the bridges, and if they break down on this part of the bridge, it's an American traffic problem. If they break down on this part of the bridge, it's a Canadian traffic problem. Police coordination. Your relationship with your counterparts in Lansing and Albany; you probably work with them every single day. And yet they are two countries with different cultures and histories. Talk a little bit about how it feels to Canadians when Americans say, Your country doesn't matter, even though we have this great cooperative relationship.

Ford: Well, what I did say to Secretary Lutnick, and I'll say it publicly: The difference between Americans right now--and I have a tremendous amount of friends and contacts in the U.S.--they're just kind of going on their way. They've woken up a little bit over the last few weeks. But 40 million Canadians are at a fever pitch right now. They're willing to sacrifice. They're patriotic, like patriotism I've never seen. We always say how Canadians are so polite. Well, they're at a fever pitch right now and willing to do anything and sacrifice anything to protect their sovereignty. And they're passionate. Again, I've never seen the patriotism like I've seen over the last few months.

Frum: You just won an election on these issues.

Ford: Yes.

Frum: And there's now another election at the federal level being fought, where the Trump issue is central.

Ford: Yes.

Frum: Do you think that the Trump people understand that they're remaking Canadian politics in ways that may surprise them, in ways potentially they may not like, because of their blundering interventions into Canadian life?

Ford: I think they're playing a huge impact on Canadian politics. They played a huge impact on my election as running for a third mandate, and I talked about the tariffs. That was the most important issue on all our polling. Tariffs were No. 1 because that affects their lives. You know, I always say, the foundation of our health-care system, education, our infrastructure, our business--the foundation is your economy. That's what keeps everything going. And when there's an attack on your economy, that affects every other sector here in Canada, but it also affects every sector in the U.S. as well.

Frum: Let me end by asking you about the way forward, the way back to normality. Prime Minister [Mark] Carney, who may or may not be prime minister next month, he faces an election at the end of April. Prime Minister Carney is sort of an interim prime minister. He said nothing will ever be the same, and right now it is very hard to see a way back to normal. Do you see a way back? What would that look like, starting from where we are, with the intense feeling in Canada against what has been said about Canada?

Ford: Well, I always look at the glass being half full. I think there's an opportunity to drop these tariffs, build on our strengths. We can be the two strongest, wealthiest, most prosperous countries in the world. If we get the [Keystone] XL pipeline, start heading south. We need to build pipelines east, west, and north as well. We need to make sure that we get the critical minerals out of the ground and sell them to our friends south of the border. And if they're at capacity, then we ship them around the world to our allies, not our foes. We want to send them to our friends and make Canada stronger and make the U.S. stronger and more secure. That's what we need to do. And we're consumer gluttons in Canada. We hit way above our weight for 40 million people.

Frum: Let me focus that question about the way back a little bit more. In our earlier lives, I think we can both remember a time when Canada was a much more state-dominated economy, much more protectionist. There was a government-owned oil company, government-owned other services in places the government had no business being. There was a lot of mistrust of American investment. There was foreign investment-review acts. We remember the first Trudeau government's national-energy policy, where they tried to create a kind of isolated Canadian energy market.

You know, from the '60s to the '80s, Canada was an inward-looking, isolationist, protectionist, state-dominated economy, in a way that changed in the 1980s with the free-trade agreement, the Mulroney government, and governments like yours, Ralph Klein in Alberta. Prime Minister Carney sometimes sounds like he's talking about returning to that old way, where there would be a made-in-Canada car, and that the price of Trump to Canada is not just what he's doing to Canada but the way he's changing Canada to make Canada more inward.

Do you worry about that? Do you think that's a resistible trend? Do you think that's a fight that can be won in the face of the kind of pressure on Canada today?

Ford: Well, David, I totally disagree with that, anything to do with protectionism. Do I believe in onshoring? I'll give you a couple examples.

Aluminum cans: 65 percent of the aluminum the U.S. needs comes from Quebec. So we ship down the aluminum. The two big breweries and the two big beverage companies, they print it, convert it, and ship it back up. They get hit 25 percent on the way down, 25 percent on the way back. It drives up the cost to the consumer. And I have to ask, there's a billion-dollar industry. Why are we not making cans here in Ontario? That's one area.

I found out the other day, we have three big steel plants--Stelco, Dofasco, and Algoma--and we don't make steel beams here. And we have more cranes in the sky in Toronto than New York, Chicago, Dallas, Houston, L.A., and they even threw in Honolulu combined. So we need to build steel beams.

The last one, I'll give you an example. We ship wheat down to the U.S., and they make cereal. I found out that we don't even have a cereal manufacturer here. We used to have Kellogg. But these are simple areas that I believe in onshoring to make sure that we have a supply of cans at a lower--

Frum: American spaghetti is all made from Canadian wheat, or almost all.

Ford: Yeah, that's right. Yeah. And then some of the packaging and spaghetti comes up to Canada, which I have no problem with.

It was like [during] the pandemic, when President Trump cut us off from the N95 masks, well, we stood up an industry in two months. And we'll never rely on anyone in that area again. We're making our own N95 masks, our gowns, everything else here. We can manufacture anything in Canada, absolutely anything.

Frum: You have your hand on the on-off electricity switch flowing south to the United States?

Ford: Yeah, I want to ship them more electricity. You know, we are sharing the technology of the small modular reactors. We're leaders in the G7 on the SMRs.

And I just had Governor [Spencer] Cox here from Utah, a Republican governor. What a gentleman. The first thing we did, we brought them up to Darlington, where we're making the small modular reactors. We're working with U.S. companies--General Electric, Tennessee Valley Authority, and Hitachi's in there as well--but we're saying, Here. We're going to share this technology.

They need energy, the U.S. We have the energy, we have the technology, and we're sharing it with them. We have orders for over $100 billion from Europe for the small modular reactors. And anyone who doesn't understand SMR--it can be any size, but let's just use it as approximately the size of a Walmart. It can power a town of 400,000 people. And it's convenient. It's clean, green, reliable, affordable energy. That's the way of the future.

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

Ford: Thanks, David. And I just want to tell the Americans, we love you. I love the Americans, and may God bless the U.S., and may God bless Canada. And let's get through this and get this deal done.

Frum: Thank you so much. Bye-bye.

[Break]

Frum: Thank you to Premier Doug Ford for that candid, powerful interview.

As mentioned, I also live in Ontario. I have a house there, and I've witnessed myself what the premier has described. This surge of hurt and dismay and, above all, surprise among Canadians at the reaction to Canada in the Trump administration. What did Canada do to bring all of this hatred and desire for annexation on? It's very puzzling and very upsetting, and Premier Ford has been someone who's given powerful voice to those feelings.

As mentioned, we're going to try to experiment with viewer and listener interaction on this program. It's something that has been lost on the internet--the collapse of comment sections from the early internet, the demise of Twitter as any kind of useful platform of exchange. I'm going to try to restore some interactivity here. We'll see how it goes. Thanks to everyone who sent a question. We've selected three. I hope listeners and viewers will send more questions to producer@thedavidfrumshow.com. And here are the three for this week.

The first comes from Paul in the Bay Area, and he asks, "Do you think Trump supporters are having buyer's remorse?"

Now, the Trump base is famously solid, powerful, even kind of threatening. Many in Congress on the Republican side hesitate to vote their consciences on things like free trade, because they're so terrified of what Trump supporters inside the party might do. But elections aren't lost from the base. Elections are lost at the fringe. Remember: 1932, the Great Depression. Americans are going hungry. Transient camps on the edge of every American city. Herbert Hoover still won 38 percent of the vote in 1932. You don't lose your base; that's why it's called the base. What you lose is the fringe and the edge. And there are a lot of signs that President Trump is in deep trouble.

During his first term, his personal approval was never that great. Americans saw him for what he was, a bully--or maybe not wholly for what he was, but they saw a lot of what he was--a bully, loudmouth, kind of a thug. They didn't like it, but they did enjoy the economy of 2017, 2018, and 2019. They didn't care whether he'd done it himself or whether he'd inherited it from Barack Obama. Those were good times, and people appreciated it until the COVID crash, for which they largely didn't blame Trump. They saw that as some external event that maybe he didn't manage as well as he could have, but it wasn't his fault.

Now there's a lot of data that shows Trump's economic numbers are heading south, and that's before significant layoffs have begun. Thus far, the crisis that Trump started entirely on his own has been a financial-market event. And it's like the gathering of a storm, not the storm itself. The storm is coming, and if it expresses itself in layoffs, in home foreclosures, I think you'll see a big reaction to that.

You already hear nervousness from Republican members of Congress about the 2026 elections. If those elections are allowed to proceed in a free and fair way--which is, unfortunately, not the certainty that it ought to be--I think there's going to be a price to pay for the mistakes of the past months and the further mistakes that seem to be coming.

So I don't know that you'll ever get, Paul, the kind of reaction from the pro-Trump talkers on many platforms to say, We lied to you. We knew we were lying. The whole thing was a disaster. We're so sorry. We want to make some kind of repentance. I don't think those folks are ever going to apologize in the way that perhaps you'd wish. But will there be enough cracks in the Trump coalition to weaken the position of the Trump presidency leading to the midterms? And will there be some kind of correction in the midterms if they're allowed to happen? I think the answer to that is pretty strongly yes.

A question from Hans. In last week's program, I made a reference to the way in which the far right of today has become a very adept user of new social media. And Hans asked, "I've been thinking for years that there was a comparison to be made between fascist authoritarian use of radio and film in the 1920s and 1930s, and the right's use of social media today." And he wanted me to develop this thought some more.

It's a big mistake to assume that just because people have reactionary social views, that they will necessarily be backward in their use of technology. In fact, quite the contrary, often because they're so alienated from the society of the present, they're hunting in all kinds of unlooked-for places in ways that people who are more satisfied with society don't.

For example, cable TV has, obviously, audience problems, and that's a much-discussed fact. One of the things that the new media have discovered is there is a huge, untapped audience for conspiratorial anti-Semitism, and people who speak to this can build huge online followings. Many of the most successful podcasters of today have discovered conspiratorial anti-Semitism as a great resource, and they're building audiences larger than CNN, MSNBC, even Fox.

Why? Cable news is a little more old-fashioned that way, thank goodness, and is saying, You know, even though there's a big profit to be made, we're not going there. But new media has said, We are looking for every kind of new opportunity, and if conspiratorial anti-Semitism is the wave of the future, that's for us.

And so you see this flourishing of the worst kind of ideas in the most advanced places on the newest platforms. I think if we're going to hold society onto a better path, if we're going to hold media and public discussion onto a better path, we're going to have to follow the worst people in society onto the newest platforms and to communicate in the newest ways. And that's one of the things I'm trying to do here on this platform, to say, You know what? We can use the new media and still say conspiratorial anti-Semitism is for crackpots, cranks, and vicious people of all other kinds.

Question from Michael: "In your book Trumpocracy, you highlighted some of the hidden gifts of the Trump presidency. Eight years later, are we any close to unwrapping and enjoying the fruits of those gifts, or are we at risk of squandering them forever?"

So this is a reference to an observation I made in a long-ago book about there being potential benefits. One of the things that is a gift of Trump, and maybe not a gift any of us want, is: Trump's second term brings to Americans the gift of humility. I think a lot of Americans have an assumption that things that happen in other places at other periods in history could never happen here. A famous book about American fascism bears the title It Can't Happen Here.

I think Donald Trump is showing that Americans belong to the same human race as the Germans, the Italians, and the Japanese. We are not special creatures of God. We are not immune to the vices of humanity. America has had, on the whole, a more fortunate history than other countries--not in every way a perfect history, but a more fortunate history. And so political extremism has tended not to get the purchase in the United States than it has in less fortunate countries.

But there is no innate American immunity to extremism. And there is no guarantee that America must stay a democracy forever. It is really up to all of us, and Donald Trump has taught us that lesson--is teaching us that lesson. If we want to keep what has been great and good about America, we're going to have to work over the next years the way Americans have seldom worked before in their political history.

Thank you so much for listening to the program. We'll be back next week with more. I hope you'll like and subscribe. I'm not a very good salesman. I never remember to say that, but it turns out it's really important that you like and subscribe, because we need to work together to bring this kind of message to as many people as need to hear it.

We had great success with the first show. I'm looking forward to more success with you in the future. So please keep watching. Please like and subscribe. And thank you for joining 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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In the premiere episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum lays out his case for a new kind of political conversation--one that rejects the radicalized rhetoric dominating major podcasts.

He then details why Donald Trump's tariffs wrecked world financial markets. David takes apart the excuses offered by tariff defenders, and tries to explain the shock and betrayal felt by America's allies.

Then, David is joined by the former ambassador to Japan Rahm Emanuel. Emanuel shares the lessons he learned as White House chief of staff during the 2008-09 financial crises--and his assessment of how Democrats went wrong in 2024 and where they can advance from here.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello. And welcome to the first episode of The David Frum Show. I'm David, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Why another podcast? It's a natural question. The answer begins with the chart I recently glimpsed from a media-studies organization. It showed that audio-visual content online tended to bunch up at the far extremes of American political dialogue: the far left and the far right--the far right having a big advantage. The center ground lay abandoned and seemingly barren.

Now, that's not the way things are in real life. In real life, most of us are pretty levelheaded people, and we approach the world in a spirit of curiosity, not anger, looking for insights, not insults. Yet, when the sound comes on and the video comes up, things are suddenly different, and the worst voices get the biggest audiences. I don't think it has to be that way. In the text edition of The Atlantic, we prove every day that Americans want something better. I'm going to try to give them that something better, also, here in audio and visual content on The David Frum Show.
 
 We shouldn't assume that just because people have deeply reactionary politics, they're necessarily backwards in their technology. A century ago, in another dark time, fascists outpaced Democrats and liberals in their mastery of the then-new technology of the radio. Something similar to that seems to be happening today. We need to meet the worst forces in our society on the battleground of ideas, using the latest tools. And that's what we're going to try to do here.

You know, when people produce honest information about vaccines, about trade, about anything else that's important that has unfortunately become controversial, of course, the production of that information costs resources, and those resources have to be paid for. The unfortunate result is that the truth is often paywalled, although lies are always free. Well, here on The David Frum Show, we're going to try to be free in every sense of that term and to make content available to all who want it in as honest way as it's possible to do.

My first guest this week will be Ambassador Rahm Emanuel, who served the United States in many capacities. I'm going to be talking to him at the beginning about one of those capacities: his service as White House chief of staff during the financial crisis of 2009, another steep collapse in financial markets. What similarities does he see between now and then? What differences? And what lessons does he have to offer us?

Before my conversation with Rahm Emanuel, a few opening thoughts. Last week, the United States suffered one of the severest shocks in the nation's financial history. It's a little difficult to wrap your mind around how big an event this Trump tariff disaster was. As of Friday afternoon, U.S. stock markets had suffered a loss of about $6 trillion. And to put this in context, the severest natural disaster in American history--Hurricane Katrina--cost the United States about $200 billion. So what Trump did was about 30 times as expensive as Hurricane Katrina. It's more on the order of what it cost the nation to wage and win the Second World War.

Now, stock market valuations come and go, and perhaps some of this money will be recovered. But other forms of damage that Trump did never will be. Trump permanently--or at least for a generation--stained the good name of the United States with dozens of allies around the world, countries that had done things the United States asked, countries that had signed agreements with the United States. He demonstrated that America's word was not good, that American credit could not be trusted. Many corporations have very intricate systems of supply with providers all over the planet. And those things were interrupted, and those business relationships were disrupted in ways, again, very hard to undo.

The economic mechanism is a sophisticated and delicate apparatus. And when somebody comes blundering around and smashes up arrangements, that has enduring effects. Now, some of Trump's defenders will give you an explanation of what happened. They will tell you that woke financial markets guided by people who hate Trump went on a kind of petulant rampage against Trump's "America First" agenda.

Can we pause to understand and absorb how childish a way of thinking this is? Financial markets are made up of millions of people making billions of decisions involving trillions of dollars. They're as impersonal as the tides. The financial markets crashed because all of those decision makers across so many countries, across so many time zones, collectively assessed that Donald Trump had sliced a huge amount of value out of every company traded in the United States, and although we couldn't see it, also out of every company not traded in the United States. There are some 30-plus million companies in the United States. Almost all of them must be poorer this week than they were last.

To understand why these financial markets reacted as they did, we need to begin by understanding what a tariff is. In the simplest terms, a tariff is a tax on any good imported into a country. But most of us experience those tariffs as taxes on things we consume: fruits and vegetables, electronic equipment, maybe an automobile. But from the point of view of the whole economy, it's just as important to understand a tariff as a tax on things we produce as a tax on things we consume. Every industrial product--every product--is an assembly of components from other countries and other places. When you raise a tariff, you don't just raise the tax to the consumer; you raise a tax to everybody at every step along the way of the value chain.

Trump defenders will say, for example, Well, if you build your car inside the United States, the car won't be tariffed. Fine, as far as it goes. But what about the steel that goes into the car? Well, that'll be tariffed. What about the aluminum that goes into the car? Tariffed. What about the glass out of which the windscreen is made? Tariffed. What about the fabric from which the upholstery of the seats has spun? Tariffed. What about electronic gear? What about the windshield wipers? All of those components that are assembled into the car: All of them are tariffed. And the whole car, as a result, is more expensive to everybody. And a car is by no means the most sophisticated item out there.

Think about iPhones. Think about airplanes. They are just giant assemblies of components and subcomponents that come from all over the planet. And every one of them is more expensive, and therefore, the final product is not only more expensive but more disrupted. Because, of course, manufacturers these days expect things to arrive just in time. They don't keep warehouses full of parts. They bring the parts in constantly in container ships from all over the planet. And when Trump acts in the irrational and unexpected way that he did, he disrupts all of those systems of delivery.

Tariffs do one other thing that is very important to understand, which is: They invite corruption. They invite corruption at the highest level of society because every business in America--every business in the world--will now be on its way to Mar-a-Lago seeking a special exemption or a special favor for itself, some countervailing subsidy. And, of course, Trump will exact a price for those favors: Buy his memecoin to direct wealth to members of his family. Make a documentary and pay his wife or his child for the right to make the documentary. Do that and your tariff might be lifted.

It also invites corruption that touches each of us more personally. There's going to be, in a few days, a 60 percent difference in the cost of an iPhone in Toronto or Vancouver from the cost of an iPhone in the United States market. Smugglers will arbitrage that extraordinary difference. And there will soon be goods moving on foot, by car, by truck, by boat, by plane, by container ship from all the rest of the world into the uniquely high-priced terrain in the United States.

It's hard enough to police fentanyl. Fentanyl is something that everybody agrees is wrong. When smugglers are moving things like pepper and cinnamon and coffee and toilet paper and flat-screen TVs, no one's going to think that's wrong. They're going to think those people are bringing them a better bargain. The idea that we're going to all pay more for tube socks, as Peter Navarro, the Trump economic adviser said--well, some will. But many people will be looking for bargains from off the back of a truck from a guy who knows a guy who knows a guy.

You'll hear excuses for what Donald Trump did. It'll be said, for example, that what he's trying to do--what he's really trying to do--is raise revenues to fund the United States and make possible a cut in the tax rate, or maybe abolish the income tax altogether. You can't know a lot of math if you're going to believe that, because the numbers just don't work. And that's even before the tariffs cause a recession and invite all this smuggling.

Tariffs are not going to be a substitute for any kind of tax revenue. They don't begin to pay the cost of a modern government, the government that Trump wants, including the defense establishment he wants. One of the reasons the United States moved away from tariffs more than a century ago was precisely that modern government costs more than a tariff can possibly sustain without terribly damaging effects.

It'll be said, Well, okay, what he's really doing is trying to force countries to make deals with the United States, and the phones will be burning up as nation after nation calls Trump to make a deal. We'll be signing all of these free-trade agreements. Now, notice the claim that these are invitations to negotiate completely contradicts the claim that they're here to raise revenue. If they're here to raise revenue, the tariffs are supposed to be taxes that stay in place forever. If they're to be negotiated away, they're not going to raise much revenue. If they raise much revenue, they can't be negotiated away.

Well, it'll be said, No, no, no, the whole point of this thing is in order to counter China. China is such a predator. China is such a threat. China is such a difficult neighbor. We're going to bring jobs back from China. But if the goal here is to counter China, why alienate every other nation in the Pacific? The United States, to balance a country as big as China, is going to need friends. And it has alienated those friends, from Vietnam, Indonesia, Malaysia. Every one of them is looking at the United States and saying, Little as we like the Chinese, they're at least predictable. You guys are erratic. Maybe we're safer with them than with you. And we're certainly not falling in line with any counter-Chinese scheme you have, because you might smack us in the face for no reason, with no notice.

The last thing that is sometimes said--and the president himself has said this in his social media--is that what you are seeing is the working out of a master plan to lower interest rates. Well, you can lower your property taxes by burning down your house too. That doesn't make that a good plan. Yeah, if we go into a major economic recession, as it looks like we're going to do, yeah, interest rates will probably come down. They were very low during the Great Depression. They were very low during the financial crisis. The goal is not to have low interest rates; it's to have lower interest rates consistent with high levels of economic activity. Causing recession to bring down interest rates is no kind of solution to any kind of rational problem. It's an excuse after the fact.

Anyway, none of this is true. Trump's actual idea is: The United States should be running a trade surplus with the whole world--and not just the whole world together, but each country in the world, and anytime there's any country with which the United States runs a trade deficit, that country is ripping the United States off. So if, for example, impoverished Madagascar is selling the United States more vanilla beans than it buys software and airplanes and insurance from the United States, then Madagascar is ripping us off by letting us have real vanilla.

Is that crazy or what? The whole world is an interlocking system of trade. The United States is not the center of the universe, with everyone having a one-on-one relationship with the United States. Countries sell to the United States to buy from other countries. Countries buy from other countries to sell to the United States. Everything is interlocked. And the United States will have different kinds of relationships with different kinds of countries at different stages in development.

And through it all, the United States has remained the wealthiest country in the world with the most sophisticated markets. Donald Trump keeps trying to tell Americans they failed. The country isn't great. The country is some kind of economic disaster, when in fact, its economy, on Inauguration Day 2025, was the envy of the world. Only today is that economy an object of pity.

Let's think about it for a minute, about all of this, from the perspective of other countries and other peoples. There's a story told about the great British general the Duke of Wellington, winner of the Battle of Waterloo against Napoleon. After the battle, many years, a friend was riding in the countryside with the Duke of Wellington, and they observed a rise in the landscape. As they approached the rise, the friend said to the Duke of Wellington, This is so pretty. I wonder what the other side looks like.

And the Duke of Wellington imagined a landscape. He said, Oh, I suspect that there'll be a stream running from this point to that point. There'll be a copse of woods. There'll be some hills. I think there may be some grazing animals. They passed over the top, and indeed everything was as the duke said. The friend said, Have you been here before? How did you know? The Duke of Wellington replied, Well, I'm a general. All my life I have devoted my life to the problem of what lies on the other side of the hill.

Donald Trump won't think about the world from the perspective of anybody else, but that's something, if you're trying to do these so-called great deals, you ought to do. If you're trying to impose your will on the planet, you ought to think about how the rest of the planet will respond. Everybody around the world looks at the United States and thinks, What are you people doing? We can't trust you. We can't look to you for leadership. You are unpredictable. We're seeing action after action that can't be explained: Your betrayal of Ukrainian troops in the field. Your abandonment of the island of Taiwan. Your outrageous and deliberate act of unprovoked economic aggression. And the miserable, mean-spirited treatment with which you attack visiting tourists and people who may have had a mistake on their visa. You throw them in prison forever. What kind of country are you?

We look different in the eyes of the world than we did just a few weeks and months ago. And the rest of the world will respond by saying, Even if you change your mind about all of this, even if Donald Trump rolls back the tariffs, we still need to keep our distance from you. We need to think about buying fewer weapon systems from you, because you can't be trusted. We need to think about developing military systems that are independent of yours, because you can't be trusted. We need to think about strategic autonomy from you, because you can't be trusted. We need to think about finding new kinds of trading relationships and new kinds of partners, because you can't be trusted.

Trump will end. Someday, this will all be history, but the consequences will not fade so fast.

Let me say a personal word. I come from Canada. I still spend a lot of time there. I have friends and relatives there. And my generation of Canadians undertook a long argument about the kind of relationship that Canada should have with the United States. And people like me said, Canadians should stand closer to the United States. You can trust the Americans. They're good neighbors. They're good allies. And their world design is a benign one. And Canada can find a prosperous and secure part by following American leadership. People like me, we feel very betrayed right now, and I think that memory, that's not going to fade so fast.

Now my conversation with Rahm Emanuel, but first: a quick break.

[Break]

Frum: Rahm Emanuel, thank you so much for joining the podcast. It's such an honor to have you.

Rahm Emanuel: Sure. Thank you, David. Thank you very much.

Frum: Let me recapitulate for anyone who does not know your brilliant career: Senior adviser in the Clinton White House, member of Congress and member of the Democratic House leadership, chief of staff to President Obama, mayor of Chicago, ambassador to Japan. That is quite a perspective on history.

I wanted to ask you about one particular moment in your perspective on history, which is: You were there in 2009 for one of the severest economic shocks in American history. As you and I speak, the United States is suffering another one. Have you got some perspective for us about what is going on? Lessons we should learn? Hope to offer?

Emanuel: Here's my take on this moment, in particular, and it's kind of a pull back, which is: China--in my view, you can't raise tariffs high enough on them--China was becoming the center of focus of energy in the world economy. They've shuttered the Chilean steel plant, about to do that to South Africa. There's more than 500 countries that have taken different types of legal actions against China because of unfair trade practices. And the president of the United States just declared "Liberation Day" in Beijing, not in America, because he's giving them an out-of-jail card to get out, and now made America the focal of everybody's energy and anger and frustration.

I think, obviously, this is an own goal. It's the largest tax increase in American history on the American consumer. And I kind of say this both fictitiously but also seriously: If this is supposed to be a renaissance in America's manufacturing--Elon Musk, the president's friend, has a facility in Shanghai; 20,000 people work there. He has another one in Berlin: 12,000. Shutter them, and bring all the jobs back in manufacturing. Now, the over-under on that, not very good. But this is why it's really one of the worst policies and decisions.

And you not only have a collapse in the market, but five months ago, the United States was outpacing everybody's economy. We had low unemployment. We had growth at levels everybody else was envious of. And in five months, we're already talking about a 60 percent chance of a recession, all because one man has decided a new economic theory that was totally reputed. So in 80 days, he's undone 80 years' worth of work.

Frum: Let me ask you very specifically about the crisis part of it. In 2009, there were two salient features to the response to the crisis. The first is: You had this legendarily smooth transition from W. Bush to Obama. There's a book about it by a political scientist as the smoothest transition maybe in American history.

Emanuel: Yeah.

Frum: And then you had this extraordinary level of collaboration with central banks all over the planet and treasury departments all over the planet. So domestic consensus, international cooperation--those seem to be entirely missing now.

Emanuel: Yeah. There was a period. Look--there was not only cooperation between President Bush and incoming President Obama's administration. Just one anecdote of that cooperation: All the resources expended to help the banks. We were notified in the transition. I met with President Bush and Josh Bolton; Josh Bolton and I had a meal. We went in to see President Bush, and I said, Look. We've gotten a heads up that both GM and Chrysler--not potentially Ford, but definitely GM and Chrysler--have six weeks left. That is it. We not only have this massive financial engulf to collapse that is going to lead, not just worldwide, but to the United States going from a recession into maybe something far worse. And to give us some help here so we have breathing room, could you take the politics of tapping the resources to save the auto industry so we have enough time to deal with one and set up the process to deal with the second?

There were going to be politics about tapping those resources outside of the financial sector for the auto industry and all the auto jobs and all the communities. And President Bush said, I'll do it. We negotiated. Do we get eight weeks, six weeks? They took the six weeks, etcetera. I think there was--I'm doing it by memory--I think they supported with $24 billion for General Motors and Chrysler.

And he took both the politics as well as giving us some breathing room to work. That's an anecdote of trust--not just of an action, but of trust. Also worldwide coordination, as you said.

And I remember, if you go back, now this is where President Bush is president. This is pre the transition. Ben Bernanke; Mr. Cox, the head of the Securities and Exchange Commission; and Hank Paulson came up to speak to the bipartisan leadership. We were all meeting in Nancy Pelosi's office. And he says the economy has 48 hours, 72 hours, before it totally collapses--not just the market collapses.

And we thought--from Democratic leader to Republican leader, House member to Senate member--we all leaned forward around the conference table and said, What did you just say? He said, We have 72 hours. The economy will collapse. And we spent all night and also the next 72 hours working through what became the hated, for good reason and bad reason--I'll walk through it if you want--financial assistance to stabilize this financial system. And that was bipartisan, and it was across Pennsylvania Avenue. What did you have in that room? Patriotism and trust.

Now, there were a lot of faults, and we could talk about it later on. Things that I wanted to get done, we didn't get done, etcetera. But those two examples of working together to stave off not just a financial crisis, but also, we were that close from the great recession bordering into a small-D depression, which we hadn't seen since '29.

Frum: Let's talk a little bit about the international aspect, because one of the things, it's a little dark to say this, but if you're the European Central Bank or the Japanese Central Bank--

Emanuel: I think it's a pretty dark day, so go ahead for it. (Laughs.)

Frum: If you're the Europeans, Japanese, British, major central banks, you have to be hoping that this shock is as painful as possible and this recession is as nasty as possible to teach the Trump administration a lesson about waging economic warfare, economic aggression against allies in this way that is like an economic Pearl Harbor of bad faith and aggression. They don't want to help. It's not in their interest to help. And in 2009, it was in everybody's interest to help each other.

So reminisce a little bit about that, and how do we get back into a place where America's friends want to help, instead of saying, You know, you screwed us. Now we're going to screw you?

Emanuel: David, I mean, you've got to treat friends like they are: friends. You can't treat them worse than you treat your adversaries. I mean, now, you say they don't want to help, and I agree with that. There's also a part of them that the more you try to hurt, it may boomerang. So it's not exactly a clean shot on goal here. But there is a lot of animosity, and I can't get back not only trust in America [but also] the devastation to America as a safe harbor that's built up. And so much of our hard power, economic power is built on what people view of America: rule of law, somebody you can depend on in a storm. That power--these other manifestations of it--are dependent on one piece.

And the president is not only destroying America's hard power, its soft power, but the credibility of the American brand that--people, maybe short term, will try to figure out retaliation versus negotiation, because the Trump administration is sending both signals, which is most also confusing. That's short term. On the other hand, long term? Everybody will start to design economic pieces around America and away from America that will hurt America.

An example, two things illustrating this point: We spent the lion's share of my time in Japan building a coherent alliance between the United States, Japan, and Korea, isolating China. China, seeing the opening, just created an economic and discussion of partnership between Japan, Korea, and China, isolating America. Very bad for America. Two: Forget the countries. Samsung, which was critical to America's export controls against China on semiconductors, just cut a deal with a Chinese company. So we already have a company crack in the united front against China.

You don't trust America? You think America's going to treat you worse than they treat its own worst adversary? Then you make your own deals, and now it's going to come, which is what I said. They just gave Beijing a get-out-of-jail card.

Frum: It's like the Chinese have their national slogan, We may be nasty, but at least we're predictable.

Emanuel: Well, they're going to show that they're the adult. If you were sitting in Beijing's corridors of power, why would you not take advantage of that? Look--after the "wolf warrior" and after the economic coercion, we organized the Indo-Pacific against China. They knew they were isolated. They kept complaining about it because they had made a massive mistake treating Japan, Korea, Australia, New Zealand, Singapore, Taiwan, the Philippines as the enemy.

We organized it. Own goal by China? We took advantage of it, and China was complaining that we were isolating them in their own backyard. Yeah, we were. Exactly. We isolated the isolator. Now China sees an opening, and it's basically isolating the United States and taking advantage of it. We just hurt ourselves.

Frum: Let me ask you very specifically about the view from Tokyo of what is happening right now. Bank of Japan, Japanese Finance Ministry--what are they thinking? What are they doing? Can you give us any insight into that?

Emanuel: Well, I think it's so--they can't make heads or tails. They're having, for lack of a better analogy, vertigo. The world they knew is upside down.

Now, think of it. If you're the Japanese, for four consecutive years and starting on the fifth, you're the No. 1 foreign direct investor in the United States. One million Americans work for Japanese companies. Forty-eight percent of them are in manufacturing and industrial. Those are years of investment, mainly in the auto industry but not limited, where you trust America and you invest in America. And they just had the wind spit back in their face, and they've now realized that those were bad investments.

That's one. Given the defense piece, they're going to try to figure out, Can we work this out amicably? And while we're talking to you, we're going to start these conversations with Korea, Australia, Taiwan, Philippines, the EU, Canada, and develop other economic ties. Now, remember, when America pulls out of the Trans-Pacific Partnership, Japan steps in, takes leadership, and creates that for their own good. They are now going to look at other markets and other ways of becoming less integrated with the U.S. economy and less supportive of a million Americans working in companies owned and run by the Japanese. So there's a short term, medium term, and long term.

Frum: Can we talk about the economic theory or the economic excuses that are offered for what's just happened?

Emanuel: Oh, I'm going to stop you there. There is no economic theory. Don't dress it up and put lipstick on a pig. This is all about vindictiveness, anger. There's no economic theory behind this, and this is an own goal of the worst order.

Frum: Okay. I was just being polite. (Laughs.)

Emanuel: Why? I'm here. We can take polite out of the conversation as a necessity.

Frum: All right. Candidly, I was recently in Austria, and I was in Vienna, and there's a short street there called Dumbastrasse, which, as an English reader, you read as "Dumbass Street." And I've been thinking that the whole world has been living on Dumbass Street for too long.

Let's talk about how we live on a smarter street. So the excuse offered is, look--these have been difficult times for Americans with less education, fewer credentials, and we need to have all these tariffs in order to protect Americans with less education and fewer credentials. And the answer is: A tariff wall is the solution to the problem of the parts of America that have not shared as much as other parts in the extraordinary economic progress of modern times.

I know you have a lot of thoughts about that. Tell us, how do we think more intelligently about how to respond to the problems of people, or the situation of people who have not done as well as others?

Emanuel: So first and foremost, the analysis of the problem is correct. Over the last 30 years, neither the risk or the opportunities were equally shared. And as I like to say, the American dream is unaffordable now and inaccessible to many Americans, and that should be unacceptable to us. Rather than having a shot at the American dream, the American public's been given the shaft. And globalization does have winners, but it has losers, and we left the losers alone, isolated, and on their own, just to figure out their own way. That's wrong. That's un-American actually.

So the problem with the tariffs is it treats everything as a nail to its hammer. China and Columbia are not the same. One's a potential ally; the other one's an adversary. One's a potential market, and the other one isn't. Columbia doesn't involve itself in economic espionage. It doesn't involve itself in intellectual property theft. China does. That's one.

Second, how do you make sure that Peoria, Youngstown, Battle Creek, La Crosse, Wisconsin, Ames, Iowa, are not left on their own to negotiate against China, Mexico, or, for that matter, Vietnam? And the best way to do that, in my view, is to invest in Americans and America. And we didn't do that. So while globalization was happening--huge opportunities. Also, huge risk. Your kids, my kids are going to succeed. Other people's kids are going to get the shaft unless we give them the tools to succeed, like our families gave our own children to succeed.

Which means--and I'm not saying I have the exact ticket, but we know it's true in human history: Education is essential for progress, both for society and for the individual. One of the things I try to do in Chicago: We were the first city to make [it so that] if you got a B average in high school, community college was free. So everybody had a shot, without going into the poorhouse or a second mortgage, to get an education past high school, which is where three-quarters of all jobs are.

Second--equally valuable--to get your high-school diploma, you had to show us a letter of acceptance from a college, a community college, a branch of the armed forces, or vocational-education institution. We gave you support; career counseling kept you on course. So if you wanted to go to the Navy, you knew what math courses, what history classes, what to take, so you were ready. We made post-high-school education expectations and requirements universal, not just the Frum and Emanuel children.

And third, just shy of 50 percent--49.2 percent of our kids--were taking either Advanced Placement, international, baccalaureate, or dual-credit, dual-enrollment college classes in high school. They were graduating already with college credit and not having to pay for it.

So to me that's No. 1, because your education is your passport to a better future. I don't care whether it's going into healthcare at Malcolm X Community College in Chicago, transportation distribution logistics at another school in our community college center, advanced manufacturing at Richard J. Daley Community College. But everybody's going to have the skills so they can navigate the future the best they can.

Education is essential. Then investing in science, technology, the critical kind of infrastructure writ large, which means investing in America. And if you invest in Americans in America, I don't care if you're from Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou--we're going to kick your butt. I'd always bet on America and Americans, but we've got to be honest: The last 30 years, they didn't get that equal investment. They didn't get the peace dividend at the end of the Cold War. And we paid a price for it. And they paid a price, and they have every right to be furious.

Frum: We had three two-term presidencies back-to-back under two parties--Clinton, W. Bush, Obama--that made reform and improvement in the standards of educational performance central to their domestic agenda.

And yet we look back on, as you say, the 30 years. I don't think there's a lot of happiness or satisfaction with the results of all the effort that those three two-term presidents invested in improving education. What went wrong? Why are we not getting more for the effort we've made? What lessons do we learn from the disappointment?

Emanuel: There's actually an interesting article today. One is, look: I wasn't in an office anymore, but I was against what we were doing during COVID, because it became clear within six months, kids' mortality rates, etcetera, and they're locking kids out of schools for two years and the impact of what COVID did--especially if you're a former mayor, like me in Chicago, where 84 percent of your kids are from poverty--absolutely stupidest thing you could do. I'm not going to clean it up. It was stupid.

Now, there's a story today in the Times, on the day you're asking me, it's pretty clear that both [No Child Left Behind] by President Bush; President Clinton's 100,000 specialized teachers, plus school choice, plus other types of things on both reform and accountability; President Obama's basic race to the top--those were actually quite successful academically. They were slow but steady progress on reading, math scores to getting not just the high-income kids--meaning, children of high-income families--but low-income children succeeding.

Now, the truth of the matter is, we were replacing teaching with just testing, and there was a reaction both to the left, to the right to it. And then once that accountability was basically erased, you had a deterioration in standards and in educational attainment, and parents--also educators--rebelled against the accountability.

Now, testing is only a means of information to improve. What happened was because of the strictures, we threw the baby out with the bathwater. The testing became, we were teaching towards the test rather than using the test to improve teaching. And it kind of flipped. And what should have happened was more of a reform. But the idea that there wasn't an improvement, it's not true. In fact, there was improvement. It begins to stall out around 2010, just at the period of time where people start to break from accountability. The impacts on that were most dramatically felt by first-time English learners and also the poor. And then it starts to, in COVID, float up to, kind of, all income levels.

Frum: Let's talk a little bit about the COVID experience in education. So if you were, in COVID, in a red state or especially red county, you had a much higher chance of dying from the disease, especially after vaccines became available, than in the blue states and blue counties. So that's, you know, checkmark for the blue team that they did a better job of vaccinating people or maybe a less bad job of dissuading people from being vaccinated.

If you were in a red state or a red county, it was more likely that your schools would reopen early. And we see some indications that kids in Florida did better than kids in California, as a result of decisions made at the state level. So how should we think about this gap in educational performance that was very much concentrated in blue states and blue cities?

Emanuel: Look--there's two things. One is: The way I look at it, and there's lessons to be learned from Alabama's improvement on math, Mississippi's improvements on reading. So you can't undo the stupidity of two years of locking kids out of school. Can't undo it. But you can start to ameliorate it and make up for lost ground.

A couple things are very clear. You need more time on topic, so you've got to add time in the day to reading, math, and writing. Two: Testing so you can find early data on intervention and then apply one-on-one, whether that's in person or by using technology--one of the things that comes out of COVID, that was the one thing that was valuable--and you can start to do one-on-one [teaching] through technology and tutoring kids so they get more time. And once they get that time, you could see dramatic improvements in both reading and writing, as an example of academic areas.

Third: A horrible habit has been, basically, kids and parents have accepted almost a four-day school week. And I think you should make, because absentee rates now are double digits, [it so that] any child absent more than 7 percent, it absolute that you won't be able to matriculate to the next grade. We have to reimpose a minimum of a five-day [week]. If it was up to me, I'd reorganize the school year-round so you don't have the summer slide that everybody in educational fields talk about, but that's a different subject.

As for dealing with absenteeism, it's now become chronic, and it's now in the high teens. And it's across the board, anything north of--pick your number--7 percent, 8 percent, whatever it is, you can't matriculate. And start to reimpose more time, not just in the school--more time on one-on-one instruction. I will also say, though, one of the costs here that's crazy: 20 percent of a child's life, David, is in the classroom. And if you want a child to succeed, you gotta invest in the other 80 percent.

So we, as a city, a state, invest in the 80 percent to back up and support the 20 percent. No teacher by themselves can handle the effects of poverty rushing through the front door of the classroom. It's not possible.

Frum: Do you have a view on phones in the schools?

Emanuel: Yeah, get rid of them. Not in the classroom. Not allowed. All the time should be on the teacher and the blackboard, not on your phones. Get rid of them.

I've been long--in fact, I don't want to say. The campaign knows this: I tried to get Kamala Harris's campaign in the summer to adopt a national standard of no phones in classrooms. I'm a big, big supporter. Because again, you're not allowing the teacher to teach. You're having the teacher become a policeman. That's not the job of the teacher.

Frum: You mentioned the Kamala Harris campaign. Can I ask you--

Emanuel: Do I have to? (Laughs.)

Frum: Let's not make it personal, but just at the highest level of generality you want, lessons learned? I mean, you were the candidate recruiter in 2006 for the big Democratic wins that year. You won in a lot of places that Democrats historically didn't win of the House. You get a lot of credit for that from all political observers. That was very much your project. And then 2008, okay, there's an economic crisis. Maybe the challenging candidate had the chance, had a certain advantage, but it was a pretty decisive victory, especially compared to the victories and defeats that came later. So lessons for 2024.

Emanuel: Two other things. In one other thing in 2008, we won 30 seats in 2006 and then won another 20-plus seats in 2008. So you have back-to-back, which you've not seen in a long time. Okay, so not to count that, but I didn't want the history to be forgotten by your listeners.

Frum: He who does not toot his own horn, his horn shall not be tooted.

Emanuel: I was general with--Chris Van Hollen deserves credit for that. My colleague who was my vice when I was chair, he deserves it a hundred percent. But it's an important point about how big a repudiation there was in '08.

Here's my take. There's three lessons of 2024 that are informative to 2026, 2028, and beyond. One level, you had 70 percent of the country that said the economy was heading in the wrong direction. So architecturally, structurally, it was an anti-incumbent. Now, the reason I think that got so high goes back to the Afghanistan pullout and constantly telling the American people the economy was great when they were telling you something else. And it intensified because there was a sense that there was nobody listening in Washington. So telling people what they weren't experiencing was wrong. But it was still 70 percent.

Two: Below that, there was two Kamala Harris campaigns. She inherits the nomination. Joe Biden and her are eight points down, and by the debate, they are three points up. That's a big swing. And principally, she's running not only on energy; she says it's a new beginning, and she talks about the economy, runs ads basically about, I understand the struggles you're under, the pressure--a totally different economic message from the economy's great to you're under stress. 

And then, I don't know what happens the morning after her debate with Donald Trump, but they switch and go to democracy, which was what Joe Biden was running on. I mean, I don't know what happened, and I still don't know this. And I'm like, I don't have an answer for you. But it was like, you go 11 points up, and then you switch. Like, what was wrong with the 11-point swing? You thought you deserved 12? I don't understand it to this day. And all of a sudden, they go into democracy. If you care about democracy, we had you on hello. You didn't need persuasion. It was on economics.

And then the third level, David, which is not the election in 2024 but this moment in time in history. Three seminal moments in my view. First, the war in Iraq. You have a trillion dollars, thousands of men and women lose their lives, and their lives are maimed, and it's built on deception, and nobody who was there is held accountable. And it devastates America and Americans and American communities.

Six years later, five years later, you have the financial meltdown that we were talking about, and people lose their homes, and the bankers are demanding their bonuses, having destroyed Americans' livelihoods and their savings. And this gets back to an argument we had in the Obama White House because I wanted to do Old Testament justice before we did healthcare. I thought we should do financial reform--lost that debate, legitimate discussion about the equities of going healthcare before financial reform. But I was the principal advocate for [what] I thought the system needed: Put bankers on the other side, and beat the living hell out of them for what they did. And I did. I talked about Old Testament justice, and I said that the public needed to see us wrestling with people, that they were not only at the top of the economic ladder but were literally pissing down on everybody else and telling them it was raining.

And third, after all that anger at the establishment comes COVID. And we, as Democrats, don the code of the establishment. And I think those moments broke trust, confidence in the establishment in America. And we're still living with that, as we can see by the reelection of Donald Trump. And you can see it in the rest of the developed world. As I've said before, COVID was not only bad for your body; it wasn't great for the body politic either.

And so when you put that all together, both 2020--what happened in 2024 is informative about understanding not just the anger [but] legitimate parts of why people are angry. They have a right to be angry. Rather than being given a shot, they were given the shaft, and Washington and the people that make it up let them down. The question is on all of us. What did we learn under President Clinton, President Bush, President Obama, and other periods? Both the good, the bad, things that we have to correct, things that we have to--that's what we should be doing. What we're doing now is just rage. And we're turning allies into adversaries, and we're giving adversaries a get-of-jail card, and that is going to come back to haunt America.

Frum: Let me ask you a last question before I release you from your generous time.

Emanuel: Well, this is not exactly like jail time or parole or probation. (Laughs.)

Frum: Last question. How confident are you that the United States will have free and fair elections in 2026 and 2028?

Emanuel: I'm on the 75 percentile that they'll be free and fair, and the 25 percent that sits there is because of the unilateral disarmament by Donald Trump against Iran, China, and Russia, who clearly have shown they will mess in America's democracy--because again, it destroys the trust the public has in America and its institutions.

What he's doing on our cybersecurity with our men and women who man the front lines, the thin blue line in protecting America--our adversaries want to screw us. They want to screw us. And I would say something else, but that is what they're trying to do. And he just unilaterally disarmed. So I still believe there will be fair elections, because I trust at the state level, regardless if it's blue or red state, the secretaries of state, the county commissioners who are responsible for elections will do the best job they can. They are good patriots.

What makes me nervous and is bleeping yellow, could be bleeping red--and I'm not sure; I don't know--is the fact that, you know that old line, paranoid people still have enemies? China, Russia, and Iran and North Korea are trying to screw the United States, and the president of the United States just gave them a way in to do it.

Frum: You see the threat to free and fair elections as coming from outside the house, not inside the house.

Emanuel: Look--we have challenges inside the United States, but if you ask me what makes up the lion's share of my 25 percent of fair [elections], it is our adversaries.

Here's the thing that I don't understand, and this gets to larger than just the elections. China and Russia have explicitly stated that they are on a course to undermine America's leadership--hard power, soft power, economic power, etcetera. And the President of the United States with a Cabinet whose entire grasp of the English language is limited to four words of, "Yes, sir, Mr. President" have decided to align America with our enemies. And there's no other way to look at it.

Frum: Thank you so much for your candor and your time. Candor's legendary. The time is scarce. I'm grateful for both.

Emanuel: I just wanted the record to note that I cleaned up my language that I usually say at the dining room table.

Frum: Yeah. I think people are going to be a little disappointed with that. I think there's a certain expectation of what's coming, and then they don't get it.

Emanuel: But think about the positive. There's a moment of maturity by Rahm. Who knew it was possible? Who knew?

Frum: Who knew? Thank you so much. All right. Bye-bye.

Emanuel: Thanks, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thank you again to Ambassador Rahm Emanuel. We'll be back next week, and next week we'll be answering questions from viewers and listeners. I hope you'll consider submitting a question to producer@thedavidfrumshow.com as either an email or an audio file, and we'll sift through them and begin answering them in the weeks to come.

Thank you so much for viewing. I hope you'll join us again next week for more of The David Frum Show.
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Introducing: <em>The David Frum Show</em>

<em>The Atlantic</em> is launching a new weekly show, hosted by staff writer David Frum.

by David Frum




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube 

A recent infographic published by Media Matters depicted America's political-podcast space as dominated by extremist voices, mostly far-right, a few far-left.

Yet most of us are levelheaded people. Most of us want insights, not insults. We want to invest our time to feel smarter, not angrier. We want to renew our ideals and remember together that America's democracy has always proved stronger than its enemies and doubters.

On April 9, The Atlantic and I will launch a new video podcast called The David Frum Show. It will post every Wednesday, on YouTube and anywhere you listen to podcasts, with eminent guests from the worlds not only of politics, but of economics, medicine, and history. I hope every viewer and listener will find that the show offers the most informed and entertaining conversations of the day--sparkled with enough humor to brighten these dark times.

In today's media, truth is often hard to find. Lies are everywhere--and too often for free. I hope all who seek something better will feel the warmth of welcome at The David Frum Show.

Watch the teaser here:

(Video photo credits:   Robert Alexander / Getty; Tami Chappell / AFP / Getty; Leonardo Munoz / AFP / Getty; Jeremy Hogan / SOPA Images / LightRocket / Getty; Bob Grannis / Getty; Bettmann / Getty; Drew Angerer / AFP / Getty; J. Countess / Getty; Kevin Dietsch / Getty; Andrew Caballero-Reynolds / AFP / Getty; Samuel Corum / Getty)
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Last Call at the Disaster Department

Trump has signaled an end date for FEMA.

by Zoe Schlanger




FEMA now has an end date. President Donald Trump said yesterday that he intends to phase out the Federal Emergency Management Administration after this hurricane season, canceling it like an HBO series. States should lead their own disaster response, he said, suggesting he does not understand that states already do lead disaster response; they just can't do it without an infusion of FEMA dollars and expertise when the disaster is too big. "The governor should be able to handle it," Trump said. The buck has been passed.



The Atlantic hurricane season lasts from now until November. The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration is predicting an above-normal number of named storms this year. The weather doesn't stop after that, of course. Fire season overlaps with hurricane season, another time of intense FEMA activity, and in recent years, fires have broken the bounds of any usual seasons; the devastating Los Angeles fires were in January. Even if this year's disasters do quiet after November, hurricane season starts again next June. The administration will convene a council to eliminate FEMA "as it exists today," Kristi Noem, the secretary of Homeland Security, said yesterday--but those few short months in between seasons are hardly enough time to dismantle the federal apparatus of disaster response and transfer full responsibility to the states without casualties. Literal casualties, potentially. (FEMA did not respond to a request for comment.)



But, fine, we get FEMA for this hurricane season. Already, it will be a test of what happens when FEMA is hobbled and anemic. Under the Trump administration, the agency has lost roughly a quarter of its core staff. One acting chief of FEMA was pushed out after saying that the agency should not be abolished; his replacement told staffers he wasn't aware that the United States had a hurricane season. (The administration later said this was a joke.) Should any single storm--or, worse, multiple storms--turn into a major disaster this year, the responsibility that state governments might be expected to shoulder in a FEMA-less America could come as a shock to them, and to their constituents.



Many close watchers of FEMA do think the agency needs a dramatic shake-up and that states should be responsible for more of the financial burden of catastrophe. FEMA was originally intended to handle a relatively small number of catastrophic disasters a year, but now deals with many dozens annually, both because the rate of disasters is increasing and because the agency is being drafted into handling more of them. The ballooning costs of response and recovery regularly exceed FEMA's main disaster budget, requiring emergency and ad hoc funding to bridge the gap.



Meanwhile, states have come to rely on federal funds to bail them out and, in the quiet moments between storms and fires, are free to make imprudent development decisions: Might as well let developers build those waterfront homes if FEMA will pick up the tab when they flood. "Our system creates some really perverse incentives that need to be addressed," Andrew Rumbach, a senior fellow at the nonprofit Urban Institute, told me. More risk should be transferred to the states, he and others said.



But that would take time to do safely, and require a major infusion of cash to the states to bolster any FEMA-replacing infrastructure, according to the experts I spoke with. Ending FEMA, as Trump says he will, could easily result in a highly uneven landscape of disaster safety.
 
 The logic for FEMA was all about efficiency: For many states, disasters are rare, and having 50 sets of personnel and resources on standby for those rare events is far more costly than having a centralized stockpile that can be deployed around the country as needed. Good disaster response also requires time spent in disaster mode. States with infrequent disasters naturally lack that. FEMA's strength is that it deals with crises all the time.



That experience is part of what the agency is now losing. Many senior personnel, including those who coordinate responses during emergencies, have left since January, according to The New York Times. Those decades of experience aren't easy to replace, Jeffrey Schlegelmilch, an associate professor at Columbia University who has worked in disaster planning, told me. "Emergency management isn't something where you take a few courses and all of a sudden you can run a complex emergency." And in states that don't regularly handle floods or hurricanes, staff, "won't have the muscle memory" of how to respond when a storm suddenly intensifies, North Carolina Governor Josh Stein said in a press conference last week. He said his state experienced this firsthand when Hurricane Helene hit western North Carolina last year: That part of the state had "a lot of new people in emergency-management positions," he said. "We need the expertise that exists in FEMA."



Wealthier states, such as California, and states that, like Florida, have extensive experience in response coordination may not be as hurt by changes at the federal level. Florida Governor Ron DeSantis has said his state doesn't need FEMA; just give Florida a chunk of money instead. (Trump's intention to end FEMA does not yet clearly include major transfers of funds to states to run their own response and recovery programs; he said yesterday that future funds may come directly from the "president's office," rather than FEMA.) Rumbach says he heard that same desire from officials in Kentucky, when he taught an emergency-management training workshop there. "Their main argument was 'We don't need FEMA. Just give us the money; we know what to do with it.'"



Poorer states and states that scarcely see disasters will inevitably be most vulnerable to FEMA's total absence. Arizona, for example, has received among the fewest FEMA funds in recent years, in part because it isn't in the path of hurricanes and recent wildfires have not burned as ferociously there as in other western states. But that means the state is ill-prepared for a low-probability but high-devastation event, as The Arizona Republic recently noted. If and when Arizona's luck runs out, it may not have the infrastructure or the funds to manage the crisis alone.



"You're going to see a lot of states not prepared. And a lot of people in harm's way may not be fully capable of recovering if there is an event," Carlos Martin, a vice president at Resources for the Future, an environmental think tank, told me. Plus, an every-state-for-themselves approach comes with the obvious challenges of a free market: At present, FEMA stockpiles essential goods to distribute after emergencies. If that stockpile isn't maintained, wealthier states could handily outcompete poorer states for supplies during multistate emergencies, according to the Atlantic Council, which found that red states are likely to be on the losing side most.



This all means that more citizens may fall through the disaster-assistance cracks. FEMA has said, for instance, that it will stop its door-to-door outreach this season and rely instead on "more targeted venues"; when a federal disaster is declared, FEMA often goes around the area and knocks on every person's door to let them know what programs they could apply to for assistance. Now, Rumbach worries, people living in the most rural places, as well as people who may not be mobile--the elderly and those with certain disabilities--may never know about those programs. "A lot of the stories about how badly things went are going to come out later," he said.



Even in a state with personnel on the ground to capture the full scope of need, a lot of disaster response after that step is paperwork, Schlegelmilch said. Right now, an entire private-sector ecosystem of organizations helps states apply for FEMA funds, and helps FEMA direct its resources. Even if states are on their own, they will still need a system to do something similar. Remaking grant-application processes and managing the bureaucracy of distributing funds will be yet another growing pain of the transition. "That's going to shock all of the states," Schlegelmilch said.



If Trump were to decide that reforming FEMA were a more prudent choice than scrapping it, ideas abound. As FEMA's administrator during Barack Obama's presidency, Craig Fugate promoted the idea of a "disaster deductible" for states modeled off insurance deductibles; state officials might then be held more accountable for preparing for disasters (which right now tends to mean little to voters) rather than rewarded politically for acquiring disaster funding after the fact. The previous Trump administration created a fund (which Joe Biden expanded) meant to help states prevent the worst impact of disasters before they happen. That program moved billions in funds under local control, with the aim of fixing long-standing infrastructure problems that would have made future disasters more dangerous and expensive. But Trump already canceled it this term. "It's hard to see how they're not increasing risk," Rumbach said. "We're going to pay for it one way or another."



For all these reasons, Rumbach is betting that "reality will set in," and that the federal government will not radically shrink its share of disaster spending so quickly. But the loss of key personnel and the looming dissolution mean that major damage to national readiness has already been done. And the hasty budget changes mean some people will get hurt. The country's emergency-management system "doesn't have to be completely broken to have really bad impacts," he said. If the national ability to respond to disasters falters at all, then "recovery is slower, more chaotic, less efficient," Rumbach said. "When that happens, people are suffering for longer, they're more traumatized, communities don't recover as quickly."



The United States has already seen what happens when a major weather catastrophe arrives shortly after a president hastily rearranges FEMA. After the newly formed Department of Homeland Security took over the agency in 2003, George W. Bush's administration eliminated emergency managers and resources, particularly in regional offices. When Hurricane Katrina hit in 2005, the depleted agency badly botched the response. "We've read this story before," Schlegelmilch said. There's little reason to think it'll end differently this time around.
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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




Updated at 2:45 p.m. ET on June 5, 2025

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, but the company declined to provide further specifics about the attempt.)

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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        The Atlantic Festival, September 18-20 in New York City, Announces First Speakers and Tickets on Sale
        The Atlantic

        Today The Atlantic is announcing the first slate of speakers who will take part in The Atlantic Festival, its flagship event. Tickets will go on sale starting Thursday. The festival is making its New York City debut from September 18-20, following 16 years in Washington, D.C., and will be anchored at the Perelman Performing Arts Center and other venues around the city.The festival's 2-Day Premium Passes will go on sale this Thursday, June 12, at 11 a.m. ET. Atlantic subscribers receive an exclusi...

      

      
        The Atlantic's July Cover Story: Elizabeth Bruenig's "Witness," on Sin and Redemption in America's Death Chambers
        The Atlantic

        "Capital punishment operates according to an emotional logic," staff writer Elizabeth Bruenig writes in her July cover story for The Atlantic. "Vengeance is elemental. Injustice cries out for redress. Murder is the most horrifying of crimes, and it seems only fitting to pair it with the most horrifying of punishments." But as a Christian--embracing the doctrine that we're all sinners in need of redemption--Bruenig explains that she is interested in forgiveness and mercy, which are "some of my faith...

      

      
        The Atlantic Launches 'The Writer's Way,' in Which Leading Writers, Novelists, and Poets Explore Cities Across the World Through the Eyes of Their Favorite Authors
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic announces today "The Writer's Way," a new series featuring prominent writers, novelists, and poets, as they explore cities across the world through the eyes of their favorite authors. Each essay captures one of literature's most memorable places, and is accompanied by a sidebar of recommendations for travelers who want to explore the locale for themselves. The series begins with three essays this summer: Caity Weaver reporting from Mark Twain's Paris, published today; Honor Jones reporting from John le Carre's Corfu;...
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Festival, September 18-20 in New York City, Announces First Speakers and Tickets on Sale

Festival to feature Mark Cuban, Clara Wu Tsai, Ken Burns, Lt. General H. R. McMaster, Monica Lewinsky




Today The Atlantic is announcing the first slate of speakers who will take part in The Atlantic Festival, its flagship event. Tickets will go on sale starting Thursday. The festival is making its New York City debut from September 18-20, following 16 years in Washington, D.C., and will be anchored at the Perelman Performing Arts Center and other venues around the city.

The festival's 2-Day Premium Passes will go on sale this Thursday, June 12, at 11 a.m. ET. Atlantic subscribers receive an exclusive 30 percent discount on festival passes.

The Atlantic Festival is the preeminent live exploration of The Atlantic's journalism, and this year expands to a new stage for big ideas in the cultural capital of the world. Events will bring together more than 100 speakers--influential business leaders and technologists, cultural and media figures, and U.S. and global political leaders--along with film screenings, book talks, and performances. Events will be led by editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg and many of The Atlantic's writers and editors, including Adrienne LaFrance, Tim Alberta, Anne Applebaum, Elizabeth Bruenig, Sophie Gilbert, Jemele Hill, Shirley Li, Ashley Parker, and Clint Smith.

Participants being announced today are IBM CEO Arvind Krishna; Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright Ayad Akhtar; New York Liberty owner Clara Wu Tsai; Lieutenant General (ret.) H. R. McMaster, a former national security adviser to President Donald Trump; CRISPR-gene-editing Nobel laureate and founder of the Innovative Genomics Institute Jennifer Doudna; directors and producers Ken Burns and Sarah Botstein with historian Annette Gordon-Reed as part of a premiere screening of their PBS documentary series, The American Revolution; business mogul and entrepreneur Mark Cuban; activist and host of the podcast Reclaiming, Monica Lewinsky; Waymo co-CEO Tekedra Mawakana; host, filmmaker, and comedian W. Kamau Bell; and many additional speakers still to be announced.

The 2025 Atlantic Festival is underwritten by Microsoft at the Title Level; CenterWell and Eli Lilly and Company at the Presenting Level; and the Annie E. Casey Foundation, Destination DC, Diageo, Genentech, Gilead Sciences, Hauser & Wirth, KPMG, and the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation at the Supporting Level.
 
 Press should request a credential by emailing press@theatlantic.com; in-person seating will be limited and will need to be reserved in advance.
 
 The Atlantic Festival
 September 18-20, 2025
 Perelman Performing Arts Center, and Virtually
 For Passes: https://theatlanticfestival.com 
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s July Cover Story: Elizabeth Bruenig's "Witness," on Sin and Redemption in America's Death Chambers

Bruenig's story is accompanied by a series of original paintings by <em>The Atlantic'</em>s creative director, Peter Mendelsund, including the striking cover image.




"Capital punishment operates according to an emotional logic," staff writer Elizabeth Bruenig writes in her July cover story for The Atlantic. "Vengeance is elemental. Injustice cries out for redress. Murder is the most horrifying of crimes, and it seems only fitting to pair it with the most horrifying of punishments." But as a Christian--embracing the doctrine that we're all sinners in need of redemption--Bruenig explains that she is interested in forgiveness and mercy, which are "some of my faith's most stringent dictates. If those forms of compassion are possible for murderers, then they're possible for everyone." For her first Atlantic cover story, Bruenig draws on the past five years of her reporting on death row. Bruenig has witnessed five executions of death-row inmates, and has also helped bring attention to the prevalence of botched executions: that is, the seeming inability of executioners in some states to kill the condemned humanely. Further, she has formed relationships, even friendships, with prisoners awaiting execution. In 2023, Bruenig was named a Pulitzer finalist for her reporting on Alabama's death row. Alabama has now banned Bruenig from its prisons.
 
 In an editor's note to lead the issue, also published today, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, writes that Bruenig "possesses an almost-otherworldly toughness that has allowed her to witness, again and again, the unnatural act of state-sanctioned killing," adding that Bruenig "does not flinch from any of the ugliness of capital punishment, and, crucially, she does not flinch from the appalling crimes committed by so many of the men on death row." Goldberg continues: "For understandable reasons, people turn away from the subject of capital punishment. But Liz has done a remarkable thing here--she has written a propulsive narrative about redemption and sin and invested her story with humanity and grace."
 
 Also accompanying the article is a series of original paintings by The Atlantic's creative director, Peter Mendelsund, including a striking cover image of a corridor leading to an execution chamber, and a prisoner lying on the table within it.
 
 When she witnessed her first execution, Bruenig writes: "The only certainty I had going into the Indiana death chamber in December 2020 was the simple sense that it's generally wrong to kill people, even bad people. What I witnessed on this occasion and the ones that came after has not changed my conviction that capital punishment must end. But in sometimes-unexpected ways, it has changed my understanding of why."
 
 Bruenig writes that "capital punishment as an institution relies on judgment at every level: judgment about guilt, about fairness, about proportion, about pain and cruelty, about the possibility of redemption. Judgment about how to carry out a death sentence and how to behave as one does so. And then there is the judgment that must be directed at oneself and one's community--the distant, sometimes-forgotten participants. In all of this, I see the arc of my own evolving comprehension."
 
 The cover story also addresses how these questions have touched her own family's life: When Bruenig's sister-in-law was murdered, nearly a decade ago, her husband and father-in-law both stood opposed to the death penalty. (The killer was ultimately sentenced to 40 years in prison.)
 
 "Choosing mercy is the moral path even in the hardest cases--even if you believe that some people deserve execution," Bruenig writes, "and even if you know for a fact that the person in question is guilty and unrepentant." She writes: "To default to mercy is to impose limitations on one's own power to retaliate, and to acknowledge our flawed nature. To a Christian, mercy derives from charity. And in the liminal space where families of murder victims are recruited into the judicial process--to either bless or condemn a prosecutor's intentions--showing mercy is an especially heroic decision. To think this way is to understand that the moral dimension of capital punishment is not just about what we do to others. It's also about what we do to ourselves."
 
 Elizabeth Bruenig's "Witness" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview Bruenig on her reporting.
 
 Press contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Launches 'The Writer's Way,' in Which Leading Writers, Novelists, and Poets Explore Cities Across the World Through the Eyes of Their Favorite Authors






The Atlantic announces today "The Writer's Way," a new series featuring prominent writers, novelists, and poets, as they explore cities across the world through the eyes of their favorite authors. Each essay captures one of literature's most memorable places, and is accompanied by a sidebar of recommendations for travelers who want to explore the locale for themselves. The series begins with three essays this summer: Caity Weaver reporting from Mark Twain's Paris, published today; Honor Jones reporting from John le Carre's Corfu; and Lauren Groff reporting from Lady Murasaki's Kyoto.
 
 For the first entry in the series, staff writer Caity Weaver makes her Atlantic debut, as she flies to Paris in search of modern resonances with Mark Twain's The Innocents Abroad, first published in 1869, around the same time Twain was regularly contributing to The Atlantic. For the essay, Caity visits some of the sites--the Louvre, Versailles--that Twain introduced to many Americans, pursues some side adventures, and matches the author's sense of humor with her own.
 
 Caity writes: "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."
 
 Caity continues: "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!"
 
 "The Writer's Way" will continue with Honor's and Lauren's essays this summer, and represents the latest in a major expansion of The Atlantic's books coverage, including criticism, reporting about the publishing industry, author profiles, and the publication of more original fiction and poetry. Earlier this year, The Atlantic released a major literary project, "The Best American Poetry of the 21st Century (So Far)," and in September will co-publish the book The Singing Word: 168 Years of Atlantic Poetry, bringing together nearly 100 poems originally published in The Atlantic from its founding in 1857 to 2024.
 
 "The Writer's Way" is supported by Bottega Veneta.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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        Dispatches From the Death Chamber
        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.In the death chambers of the Mississippi Delta, on a rainy night in an Indiana penitentiary, and in the early hours at an Alabama prison, Elizabeth Bruenig has seen three men die. She watched them thrash, draw labored breaths, close their eyes. And then there was the execution that she wasn't allowed to...

      

      
        The Protests Are Just Starting
        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 months, as Donald Trump has hollowed out the executive branch, defied courts, and worked to suppress dissent, his critics have rightly worried about the lack of visible public opposition. Democratic Party leaders are still obsessing over the 2024 election; outside organizations are fatigued; and mas...

      

      
        Trump vs. California
        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.Under Donald Trump, the federal government is like a bad parent: never there when you need him but eager to stick his nose in your business when you don't want him to.The relationship between Trump and California has always been bad, but the past few days represent a new low. On Friday, CNN reported tha...

      

      
        Paris Can Be Intimidating--But It Has Great Butter
        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.The Innocents Abroad, Mark Twain's account of his international adventures, made him famous--and cemented the stereotype of the Ugly American. One hundred and fifty-eight years later, Caity Weaver followed him to Paris. Caity and I chatted about her hilarious recounting of her trip in The Atlantic, why P...

      

      
        How Air-Conditioning Built Our Reality
        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.Before the air conditioner was invented, human beings were at a loss for how to cool themselves. Some of the ideas were arguably doomed from the start: In the 19th century, as Derek Thompson noted in a 2017 article, New England companies shipped huge ice cubes insulated with sawdust around the country...

      

      
        America the Fortress
        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.Past leaders have imagined the United States as a "shining city upon a hill," a melting pot, a "beacon to the world." Donald Trump is working toward a different vision: the United States as a fortress.Late Wednesday, the White House announced a new version of the travel bans that it had imposed during T...

      

      
        Elon Musk Goes Nuclear
        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.From the moment Elon Musk bounded onstage, midriff bared, to campaign for Donald Trump, cynics predicted that the two men's egos were too large to allow for a lasting alliance. Improbably, however, the bond persisted, despite the rocky rollout of the U.S. DOGE Service, disagreements over legislation, an...

      

      
        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 6:07 p.m. ET on June 6, 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...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        When the Status Quo Doesn't Cut It
        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 ...
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Dispatches From the Death Chamber

A conversation with Elizabeth Bruenig about murder and forgiveness

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.

In the death chambers of the Mississippi Delta, on a rainy night in an Indiana penitentiary, and in the early hours at an Alabama prison, Elizabeth Bruenig has seen three men die. She watched them thrash, draw labored breaths, close their eyes. And then there was the execution that she wasn't allowed to witness: a man convicted of murder whom she'd come to consider a friend.

In The Atlantic's July cover story, Elizabeth traces the lives of men on death row--who they were and who they became after years of imprisonment. During our conversation, we discussed the twin impulses of mercy and revenge, and why, when sitting across from a man on the cusp of death, she chose not to look away.



Stephanie Bai: Some scenes in your story were grueling to read. You're unflinching with the details of each person's final moments, and when describing the autopsy of a man who underwent an allegedly botched execution.

In a 2020 New York Times article, you observed that arguments against the death penalty "tend to be abstract" (focused on what it means to take a human life, or the limits of governmental power), but "arguments for the death penalty are visceral," often going into detail about the crimes' brutality. In this story, in which you clearly oppose the death penalty, why was it so important to not shy away from the details of these executions?

Elizabeth Bruenig: I think when you're trying to convince a reader to oppose the death penalty, which is a complicated and difficult argument to make, it's important to put people in the room to try to give them a sense of what a personal experience it is.

The anti-death-penalty arguments are usually abstract because if you spend a lot of time on the gory details of the crime, that can elicit emotions that make people support the death penalty. I understand why a lot of advocates prefer to focus on other arguments, such as the potential execution of innocent people. That's been perhaps the most persuasive argument in recent decades against the death penalty. And it is abstract, in a sense, because you're talking about something that might happen in the future, a risk associated with the system.

But by taking it to a personal level, where I'm asking someone to consider the death penalty as a problem because it destroys the life of a human being, of a person with a personality and experiences and family and friends, that felt significant. The human level seemed like the most important part.

Stephanie: Much of this story is about these prisoners on death row, which is a shift from the bulk of true-crime writing that generally focuses on the victims. How did you decide whose voices would be featured? And in the cases you write about, how have the victims' families reacted to the death penalty?

Elizabeth: I've spoken to victims' families on numerous occasions, and they all feel different ways about the death penalty. In Joe Nathan James Jr.'s case, the family was against his death. In James Edward Barber's case, there were members of the victim's family who did not want to see him executed. And in David Neal Cox's case, I spoke with the victim's family, and they were in favor of the death penalty for him.

I've heard a lot of different perspectives from victims' families, and I'm a part of a victim's family: My own sister-in-law was murdered in 2016. It isn't that I don't consider that side of the narrative important; it's just that, as you point out, 99 percent of media about crime is going to focus on the victims. And rightfully so. But having the opportunity to focus on the offenders seemed like fresh snow that hadn't been trodden upon from a journalistic standpoint.

Stephanie: You spent a lot of time with Kenneth Eugene Smith, a man convicted of capital murder in Alabama, who you eventually came to see as a friend. Admittedly, that gave me pause. It might be an uncomfortable idea for some readers: seeing these men as people, not as just murderers. Can you describe how that friendship developed between you and Smith?

Elizabeth: I had worked with guys on death row and had a good rapport with a couple of them, but I didn't expect to wind up being as personally invested in Kenny's case as I came to be. The friendship just happened as we talked and talked. I met him after I reported on botched executions, and as someone who had an execution date scheduled, he was terrified about the prospect of facing a torturous death. Talking to someone in that condition, it's sort of hard not to offer some kind of solace, I guess.

At the end of the day, this is just a person who knows they're about to die in a grisly way. I find it difficult to communicate with someone in that condition without trying to show some respect, be there for them, be a sounding board. When you have a source that you're working with, you want to be there to talk when they want to talk, for the sake of the story. But after a while, when you talk with someone, you develop a kind of investment, especially with Kenny. He was a really dear man, and I understand he did a very evil thing, but that was decades before I met him. And I do believe people, over time, can change.

Stephanie: Through your attention to detail, I felt like I got to know some of these men as well: their sense of humor, what they liked, what they didn't like, life inside prison. It was, to come back to that word, very visceral.

Elizabeth: It's a story about life and death, about killing. Taking it to that visceral place, I think, is just what you owe the subject matter.

Related:

	Inside America's death chambers
 	Jimi Barber died a forgiven man. (From 2023)






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Tom Nichols: The silence of the generals
 	David Frum: Why Trump is losing his trade war
 	The White House is delighted with events in Los Angeles.




Today's News

	President Donald Trump said that the United States had reached a tentative trade deal with China, including a provision that would relax restrictions on American access to China's rare earth minerals.
 	Texas Governor Greg Abbott deployed the Texas National Guard yesterday to locations in the state where protests against federal immigration raids are expected.
 	Elon Musk wrote on X that he regretted some of his posts about Trump last week, and that "they went too far."




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: It's last call for FEMA--Trump has signaled an end date for the agency, Zoe Schlanger writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Igor Bastidas



The Growing Belief in 'Love at First Sight'

By Faith Hill

The idea seems so old-fashioned, so sentimental: that you could fall for someone "at first sight," deeply and instantly. It's straight out of the classic romance dramas--Jack's gaze freezing when he sees Rose on the Titanic's deck; The Notebook's Noah lighting up and asking, "Who's this girl?" when he spies Allie across the amusement park. As a general rule, the stuff of popular love stories is not the stuff of real life. We know this, right?
 Not right, I guess.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	When a nasty habit is part of your national identity
 	Anne Applebaum: This is what Trump does when his revolution sputters.
 	Jonathan Chait: Are liberals to blame for the new McCarthyism?
 	Good taste is more important than ever.




Culture Break


Illustration by DR.ME*



Watch. The Simpsons (streaming on Hulu and Disney+) has always been a wholesome show--even if some critics didn't necessarily understand that, Alan Siegel writes.

Read. Lone Wolf explores how the wolf's return to Europe has divided the continent, Jonathan C. Slaght writes.

Play our daily crossword.



*Illustration Sources: Jacobs Stock Photography Ltd / Getty; Everett Collection.

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 Protests Are Just Starting

Large demonstrations were effective during Trump's first term. The same could be true now.

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 months, as Donald Trump has hollowed out the executive branch, defied courts, and worked to suppress dissent, his critics have rightly worried about the lack of visible public opposition. Democratic Party leaders are still obsessing over the 2024 election; outside organizations are fatigued; and mass protests such as those seen in the early months of Trump's first term have been missing.

That began to change over the past few days, as demonstrations arose in Los Angeles over immigration-enforcement operations by federal agents. As they begin to spread to other cities, these protests look like the first mass movement against the second Trump administration. And with events scheduled this weekend to serve as counterprogramming to Trump's birthday military parade, they have the potential to grow.

Yet as this moment begins, some members of the anti-Trump coalition worry that these demonstrations will bring about disaster. Protests are messy; even when the majority of participants are peaceful, just a few bad actors can produce instances of violence, and big protests always draw a few bad actors. Observers have also worried about the optics of protesters carrying Mexican flags, lest the protests be seen as unpatriotic or anti-American. One overriding concern is that even minor missteps by Trump's critics will give him an excuse to overreach further. "Trump is expecting resistance," my colleague Tom Nichols wrote over the weekend. "You will not be heroes. You will be the pretext."

These concerns are understandable, and they are offered in good faith by dyed-in-the-wool Trump critics, who don't hesitate to call him a budding authoritarian. They're correct that Trump is welcoming confrontation. Trying to convince anti-Trump allies about the most effective tactics can feel much more productive than appealing to Trump to respect protests or the rule of law, especially because his actions are frequently erratic and irrational. But the focus on specific tactics, or on trying to predict how the president will respond, overlooks how effective large protests have been--not just historically, but also during Trump's first term. The same could be true now.

None of this is to excuse violent protests, which are dangerous and destructive, and also usually politically counterproductive in America. Actual violence in Los Angeles appears to be limited and small in scale, and Trump's decision to federalize thousands of National Guard members and deploy hundreds of U.S. Marines is, as I wrote yesterday, both legally dubious and wildly disproportionate. The most heralded victims so far have been some Waymo driverless taxis, and local authorities blamed scattered violence on provocateurs who are tangential to the protests. Most protesters appear to be on the streets simply to witness and to speak out against the administration's immigration raids. Take the president's word for it: Even Trump says the situation is "very well under control."

The existence of large demonstrations, which are spreading into other cities, is itself a sign of Trump's vulnerability. His turn to the military to try to enforce his will, less than six months into his term, is a gesture of authoritarianism, but it's also an indication of his weak sway over the public. Plenty of experience shows that Trump almost always folds. Besides, Trump definitely wins if people disperse because they don't want to provoke him. Peaceful protests can be very effective at changing policy and public opinion, and the biggest win for Trump might be for people to be so scared of what he'll do next that they do nothing at all. As the journalist Asawin Suebsaeng noted on Sunday, you would be hard-pressed to find Americans counseling protesters in repressive nations--such as Iran or Burma or Hungary--to stop protesting just because their leaders might be spoiling for a fight.

Furthermore, gaming out strategy and predicting how things might end here (or anywhere) is very difficult. This applies to everyone involved. Some advising caution are worried that protests will give Trump cover to intensify a crackdown, but he hardly needs an excuse, and his reactions are unpredictable. Meanwhile, people around Trump are very confident that they're in a winning position on immigration. "We couldn't script this any better," someone "close to the White House" told Politico. "Democrats are again on the '20' side of an 80-20 issue." But why should anyone believe them?

The story of Trump's career is overreach followed by public opposition--including on immigration--and sometimes that opposition sways him. During his first term, Trump reversed his family-separation policy in summer 2018 because of widespread horror. Trump and his advisers were also convinced that protests against police brutality, which turned violent in cities such as Kenosha, Wisconsin, and Portland, Oregon, were going to win them the 2020 election, and they were proved wrong about that.

The backlash has come even faster this term. Although Trump won the election with a campaign that focused intensely on immigration enforcement, Americans have been less enthusiastic about the results now that they're experiencing their effects. Lots of people support deporting criminals, but they don't like it when beloved community members such as Carol Hui, the woman whose story became a rallying point for a conservative Missouri town, are removed. (She has since been released. TACO.)

In April, a Washington Post / ABC News / Ipsos poll found that a majority of people disapproved of Trump's immigration policies. A CBS News / YouGov poll taken before the L.A. protests found him slightly higher--but at just 50 percent approval. The data journalist G. Elliott Morris finds that coverage of the improper deportation of Kilmar Abrego Garcia to El Salvador hurt Trump's approval ratings. YouGov polls conducted since the protests began have found that pluralities of Americans disapprove of Trump deploying both the National Guard and the Marines.

None of these polls should be taken as gospel, but they should give pause about drawing conclusions as to how the public at large will view what's happening in Los Angeles. They are also a reminder that public opinion is not immutable--it's dynamic and can be shaped. The anti-Trump movement can much more easily figure out what it stands for than it can predict what Trump might do next, or how other people will react.

Related:

	Trump's gross misuse of the National Guard
 	Tom Nichols: Trump is using the National Guard as bait. 






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Republicans have a revenue problem.
 	Get ready to hear a lot more about your mitochondria.
 	Hitler used a bogus crisis of "public order" to make himself dictator.




Today's News

	The Pentagon doubled the number of California National Guard members in Los Angeles and deployed about 700 Marines to the city's protests yesterday.
 	A shooter killed at least 10 people at a high school in Graz, Austria, according to police.
 	The State Department ordered diplomatic missions on Friday to resume processing visas for Harvard University students and exchange visitors.




Evening Read


Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Annie Otzen / Getty; Blondsteve / Getty.



The Wyoming Hospital Upending the Logic of Private Equity

By Megan Greenwell

After years of trying to improve his hospital in Riverton, Wyoming--first as a doctor, then as a board member and volunteer activist--Roger Gose was ready to give up ...
 "You want to leave a place better than you found it," he told me. And for a long time, he felt like he had.
 But that was before LifePoint Health, one of the biggest rural-hospital chains in the country, saw his hospital as a distressed asset in need of saving through a ruthless search for efficiencies, and before executives at Apollo Global Management, a private-equity firm whose headquarters looms above the Plaza Hotel in Midtown Manhattan, began calling the shots. That was before Gose realized that, in the private-equity world, a hospital was just another widget, a tool to make money and nothing more.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Red tape isn't the only reason America can't build.
 	Trump's crypto playbook is now clear.
 	Musk and Trump still agree on one thing.
 	The revolutionary idea that remade the new world




Culture Break


Lionsgate



Watch (or skip). Ballerina, the new John Wick spin-off (in theaters now), succeeds as a piece of junky fun--but it also shows the trap of the cinematic side quest, David Sims writes.

Examine. As Donald Trump prepares to host the musical Les Miserables at the Kennedy Center, a Victor Hugo scholar explores the real message behind the novel.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Trump vs. California

The president is bullying states when it suits him and ignoring them when it doesn't.

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.


Under Donald Trump, the federal government is like a bad parent: never there when you need him but eager to stick his nose in your business when you don't want him to.

The relationship between Trump and California has always been bad, but the past few days represent a new low. On Friday, CNN reported that the White House was seeking to cut off as much federal funding to the Golden State as possible, especially to state universities. That afternoon, protests broke out in Los Angeles as ICE agents sought to make arrests. By Saturday, Trump had announced that he was federalizing members of the National Guard and deploying them to L.A., over the objections of Governor Gavin Newsom, a Democrat.

Americans have seen the National Guard called out to deal with the aftermath of riots in the past, but its involvement over the weekend represents a dramatic escalation. The National Guard was deployed to L.A. in 1992, during riots after the acquittal of four police officers in the beating of Rodney King. The scale of the destruction in that instance, compared with scattered violence in L.A. this weekend, helps show why Trump's order was disproportionate. (National Guard troops were also deployed in Minneapolis during protests after the murder of George Floyd, at the request of Governor Tim Walz. Trump has falsely claimed that he deployed the troops when Walz wouldn't.)

In all of these recent cases, however, governors have made the call to bring out the National Guard. A president has not done so since 1965, when Lyndon Johnson took control of the Alabama National Guard from the arch-segregationist Governor George Wallace and ordered it to protect civil-rights leaders' third attempt to march from Selma to Montgomery. The situations aren't even closely analogous. Johnson acted only after local leaders had demonstrated that law enforcement would violently attack the peaceful marchers. By contrast, the Los Angeles Police Department and the Los Angeles County Sheriff's Department have plenty of experience and sufficient man power to deal with protests of the weekend's size, and military forces are a riskier choice because they aren't trained as police. This morning, Newsom said he will sue the administration over the deployment.

Elizabeth Goitein, a scholar at the Brennan Center for Justice who has written extensively in The Atlantic about the abuse of presidential emergency powers, told The Washington Post that Trump's order "is completely unprecedented under any legal authority." "The use of the military to quell civil unrest is supposed to be an absolute last resort," she added.

Trump is doing this, as my colleague Tom Nichols writes, because he wants to provoke a confrontation with California. The president sees tough immigration enforcement as a political winner, but he also wants to use the face-off to expand the federal government's power to control states. Trump's vision is federalism as a one-way street: If states need help, they might be on their own, but if states believe that federal intervention is unnecessary or even harmful, too bad. If the president wants to shut off funds to states for nothing more than political retribution or personal animus, he believes that he can do that. (A White House spokesperson told CNN that decisions about potential cuts were not final but said that "no taxpayer should be forced to fund the demise of our country," a laughably vague and overheated rationale.) If states have been struck by major disasters, however, they'd better hope they voted for Trump, or that their governors have a good relationship with him.

Some of these attempts to strong-arm states are likely illegal, and will be successfully challenged in court. Others are in gray areas, and still others are plainly legal--manifestations of what I call "total politics," in which officials wield powers that are legal but improper or unwise. This is a marked shift from the traditional American conservative defense of states' rights. Although that argument has often been deployed to defend racist policies, such as slavery and segregation, the right has also argued for the prerogative of local people to stave off an overweaning federal government. Conservatives also tended to view Lyndon Johnson as a boogeyman, not a role model. Kristi Noem, now the secretary of Homeland Security, bristled at the idea of federalizing the National Guard just last year, when she was serving as governor of South Dakota. But Trump's entire approach is to centralize control. He has pursued Project 2025's plan to seize new powers for the executive branch and to establish right-wing Big Government, flexing the coercive capacity of the federal government over citizens' lives.

Tom Homan, Trump's border czar, has suggested that he wouldn't hesitate to arrest Newsom, and Trump endorsed the idea today. And Trump allies have proposed all sorts of other ways to force state governments to comply, such as cutting off Justice Department grants or FEMA assistance for states that don't sign up to enforce Trump's immigration policies, an issue where state governments do not traditionally have a role. This duress is not limited to blue states. Just last week, under pressure from the DOJ, Texas agreed to trash a 24-year-old law (signed by then-Governor Rick Perry, who later became Trump's secretary of energy) that gives in-state college tuition to some undocumented immigrants.

If nothing else, the Trump era has given progressives a new appreciation for states' rights. Democrat attorneys general have become some of the most effective opponents of the Trump White House, just as Republican ones battled the Obama and Biden administrations. On Friday, Newsom mused about California withholding federal taxes. This is plainly illegal, but you can see where he's coming from: In fiscal year 2022, the state contributed $83 billion dollars more to the federal government than it received. If California is not getting disaster aid but is getting hostile deployments of federal troops, Californians might find it harder to see what's in it for them. No wonder one poll commissioned by an advocacy group earlier this year found that 61 percent of the state's residents thought California would be better off as a separate nation.

Secession isn't going to happen: As journalists writing about aspiring red-state secessionists in recent years have noted, leaving the Union is unconstitutional. But the fact that these questions keep coming up is a testament to the fraying relationship between the federal government and the states. Trump's recent actions toward California show why tensions between Washington and the states are likely to get worse as long as he's president.

Related:

	David Frum: For Trump, this is a dress rehearsal.
 	Tom Nichols: Trump is using the National Guard as bait.






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	An uproar at the NIH
 	The real problem with the Democrats' ground game
 	Where is Barack Obama?




Today's News

	President Donald Trump's travel ban is in effect, affecting nationals from 19 countries.
 	Israel intercepted a high-profile aid ship en route to Gaza and detained those on board, including the activist Greta Thunberg. They have been brought to the Israeli port of Ashdod, according to Israel's foreign ministry.
 	Officials from America and China met in London for a second round of trade-truce negotiations.






Dispatches 

	The Wonder Reader: Summer is heating up. Isabel Fattal compiles stories about an invention that changed the course of human life: the AC unit.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Leon Edler



What's So Shocking About a Man Who Loves His Wife?

By Jeremy Gordon

The first time that someone called me a "wife guy," I wasn't sure how to react. If you are encountering this phrase for the first time and think wife guy surely must mean "a guy who loves his wife," you would be dead wrong. The term, which rose to popularity sometime during the first Trump administration, describes someone whose spousal affection is so ostentatious that it becomes inherently untrustworthy. "The wife guy defines himself," the critic Amanda Hess has written, "through a kind of overreaction to being married." The wife guy posts a photo of his wife to Instagram along with several emojis of a man smiling with hearts in place of his eyes. He will repeat this sort of action so many times that even his closest friends may think, Enough already.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The Democrats have an authenticity gap.
 	The Wyoming hospital upending the logic of private equity
 	Helen Lewis: The Trump administration's nasty campaign against trans people




Culture Break




Read. These six books are great reads for anybody interested in the power of saying no.

Examine. Money is ruining television, Sophie Gilbert writes. Depictions of extreme wealth are everywhere on the small screen, and, well, it's all quite boring.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

My colleague Katherine J. Wu's latest wrenching dispatch from the dismantling of the federal scientific establishment was published today. Katherine writes about a letter from more than 300 National Institutes for Health officials criticizing the NIH's direction in the past few months. One official, who both signed the letter and spoke with Katherine anonymously, told her, "We're just becoming a weapon of the state." The official added, "They're using grants as a lever to punish institutions and academia, and to censor and stifle science." That quote struck me because it dovetails directly with the mindset that Trump demonstrates in his dealing with the states: Parts of the federal government are most valuable to him when they can be used not to provide services to citizens, but to serve as a cudgel.

-- David



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Paris Can Be Intimidating--But It Has Great Butter

A conversation with Caity Weaver about following Mark Twain there

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.

The Innocents Abroad, Mark Twain's account of his international adventures, made him famous--and cemented the stereotype of the Ugly American. One hundred and fifty-eight years later, Caity Weaver followed him to Paris. Caity and I chatted about her hilarious recounting of her trip in The Atlantic, why Paris can feel so intimidating, and the only food she ate there that she actually liked.

Isabel Fattal: If you could go back in time and travel to Paris with Mark Twain, would you?

Caity Weaver: Could I be assured of a safe return?

Isabel: Yes, for imagination's sake.

Caity: Absolutely. I would go anywhere with him. One of the things I was struck by when I reread this book before my trip was how unbelievably funny it is. Of course I knew that Mark Twain was "a humorist," but there were sections where I was laughing out loud. I think a lot of times when people think of old books, they get an idea in their head of a book that's really stuffy or boring. But this was cracklingly interesting.

As a reader, it's rewarding to come across prose like that. As a writer, it's extremely irritating and intimidating. This man was funnier than I'll ever be, and he did it in 1869.

Isabel: Do you have a favorite line or passage from the book?

Caity: There was a section where he wrote about what he calls "the Old Travelers"--well-traveled know-it-alls you sometimes encounter abroad: "They will not let you know anything. They sneer at your most inoffensive suggestions; they laugh unfeelingly at your treasured dreams of foreign lands; they brand the statements of your traveled aunts and uncles as the stupidest absurdities."

Isabel: If you could ask Twain one question about his trip, what would it be?

Caity: I would say: "Sam, Mr. Clemens, did you go to the Louvre? Did you set foot inside the Louvre, really?" I can't prove that he didn't, but I strongly suspect that he didn't. And I feel like he would tell me. Can't kid a kidder.

Isabel: You write in your story about the possibility that Twain was ashamed about not understanding the art at the Louvre. Does visiting Paris make a person feel like they need to have a certain level of cultural knowledge? Did you feel intimidated at any point?

Caity: I feel like a completely idiotic, disorganized, disheveled crumb bum anywhere, but especially in Paris. It's like walking into a very fancy hotel lobby. Some people are going to be really comfortable there, and some people are going to think, Am I gonna be arrested for walking into this hotel lobby? Paris is so just-so. I find it to be an intimidating place. The combination of not really speaking the language and the city being so beautiful ... I felt a little bit on edge there.

Isabel: I have one bone to pick with you. I think you were eating wrong in Paris. You didn't eat anything yummy!

Caity: I sure didn't. (Well, I had great ramen.)

Isabel: What went wrong?

Caity: I didn't eat anything I absolutely loved except the butter. I had a crepe suzette--delicious, and thrilling to have a small fire caused in a restaurant at your behest. I had some croissants. I really was hoping to be able to write, "Oh my God, I found the best croissant in the world," and I just don't think I did.

But the butter: unbelievably good. I took so many notes for myself trying to describe the color and the taste of the butter. [Reads through her notes.] I suppose I am an Ugly American, because this is my description of butter: "creamy; has a scent; smells almost like movie theater butter."

The color was such a rich, deep yellow, almost like how an egg yolk can sometimes tip over into orange. My notes say, "So fatty and rich." Next bullet point: "like if the whole room were made out of pillows." And then: "Yes, I realize I am describing a padded cell." But it was an ultimate richness, softness, like, Just let me roll around in a padded cell. That was how I felt eating this butter. I took dozens of photos in my hotel room trying to capture its exact hue, and failed to.

I encountered another group of Americans in my hotel lobby who were trying to figure out a way to transport butter home in their luggage. I involved myself in their conversation, as Americans do: What if the hotel was willing to store it in a freezer, in an insulated lunch bag? We devoted quite a bit of time to solving this problem.

Isabel: Did they ultimately give up?

Caity: Oh, no, I think they're probably enjoying that butter right now. I wanted to bring a bunch of dried sausage back to the U.S. And then, after I purchased it, I realized that I could get in trouble for flying with it. I ate so much saucisson in my hotel room so fast. I worried such a dense concentration of salt might cause my heart to shut down. I Googled something like: How much dried sausage too much.

Isabel: I'm feeling better about your food experience now.

Read Caity's article here.



Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	Feudalism is our future.
 	The Super Bowl of internet beefs
 	A PTSD therapy "seemed too good to be true."




The Week Ahead

	Homework, a memoir by Geoff Dyer about growing up in postwar England
 	Materialists, a romantic comedy starring Dakota Johnson, Chris Evans, and Pedro Pascal (in theaters Friday)
 	The 78th annual Tony Awards, hosted by Cynthia Erivo (on CBS and Paramount+ at 8 p.m. ET tonight)




Essay


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



A High IQ Makes You an Outsider, Not a Genius

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.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Fast times and mean girls
 	Wes Anderson lets the real world filter in.
 	"What hula taught me"
 	What happens when people don't understand how AI works
 	Archivists aren't ready for the "very online" era.
 	Dear James: "I'm not very punk rock."
 	Diddy's trial is revealing a conspiracy, but it's not the one people expected.
 	The novelist who learned to write anger--and its aftermath




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	When Pete Hegseth's Pentagon tenure started going sideways
 	The travel ban shows that Americans have grown numb.
 	The Trump administration is spending $2 million to figure out whether DEI causes plane crashes.




Photo Album


People take photos of the aurora australis, also known as the southern lights, as it glows on the horizon over Lake Ellesmere, on the outskirts of Christchurch, New Zealand, on June 1, 2025. Sanka Vidanagama / AFP / Getty



Spend time with our photos of the week, which include images of monsoon flooding in India, Dragon Boat Festival races in China, a huge tomato fight in Colombia, and more.

Play our daily crossword.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How Air-Conditioning Built Our Reality

The AC was not only a brilliant innovation; it changed the course of human life.

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.


Before the air conditioner was invented, human beings were at a loss for how to cool themselves. Some of the ideas were arguably doomed from the start: In the 19th century, as Derek Thompson noted in a 2017 article, New England companies shipped huge ice cubes insulated with sawdust around the country. "There were even shortages during mild winters--'ice famines,'" he wrote.

The air conditioner was not only a brilliant innovation; it changed the course of human life. In the U.S., it allowed people to migrate to the Sun Belt, to Atlanta and Phoenix, altering the country's demographics and politics. Globally, it allowed people in countries with excruciating heat to work more, leading to new sites of productivity and wealth. Today's newsletter explores how the air conditioner has already shaped our world, and how it continues to change our lives for better and for worse.



On Air-Conditioning

Your Air Conditioner Is Lying to You

By Daniel Engber

How does money-saver mode make sense?

Read the article.

How Air-Conditioning Invented the Modern World

By Derek Thompson

A new book by the economist Tim Harford on history's greatest breakthroughs explains why barbed wire was a revolution, paper money was an accident, and HVACs were a productivity booster. (From 2017)

Read the article.

The Moral History of Air-Conditioning

By Shane Cashman

Cooling the air was once seen as sinful. Maybe the idea wasn't entirely wrong. An Object Lesson.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	America the air-conditioned: Cooling technology has become an American necessity--but an expensive one, Lora Kelley wrote last year.
 	America's doublethink on working through the heat: Heat can be deadly; no federal rules currently exist to protect workers against that danger, Zoe Schlanger wrote last year.




Other Diversions

	What the fastest-growing Christian group reveals about America
 	Why Wittgenstein was right about silence
 	"What Hula taught me"




P.S.


Courtesy of Diego Gutierrez



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Diego Gutierrez, 63, sent a photo of Mohonk Preserve in New York.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/06/air-conditioner-modern-life/683076/?utm_source=feed
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America the Fortress

Trump is using travel bans to keep some people out--and additional means to make sure others don't want to even visit.

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.


Past leaders have imagined the United States as a "shining city upon a hill," a melting pot, a "beacon to the world." Donald Trump is working toward a different vision: the United States as a fortress.

Late Wednesday, the White House announced a new version of the travel bans that it had imposed during Trump's first term, barring people from 12 countries--Afghanistan, Myanmar, Chad, the Republic of Congo, Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea, Haiti, Iran, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, and Yemen--from coming to the U.S., and restricting entry from seven others: Burundi, Cuba, Laos, Sierra Leone, Togo, Turkmenistan, and Venezuela. (The ban has some exceptions.) Shortly after, he issued a proclamation that bars foreign nationals from entering the country to attend Harvard University--though not other universities, for reasons that are not satisfactorily explained but seem to boil down to Trump's animus toward the school. A judge promptly issued a temporary block on the new rule. (Trump had made the move after she temporarily blocked his previous attempt to prohibit Harvard from enrolling foreign students.)

The new travel ban is, if you're keeping score, Trump's fifth, and the widest ranging. The first came on January 27, 2017. In line with his campaign promise to prevent Muslims from entering the United States, it barred entry to people from Iran, Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, and Yemen for 90 days; suspended refugee admission for 120 days; indefinitely blocked refugees from Syria; and lowered the overall annual cap on refugees.

When a federal judge temporarily blocked the order, Trump replaced it with a somewhat narrower one, again running for 90 days, which covered the same countries minus Iraq. Federal courts initially blocked the core parts of that order too, though the Supreme Court allowed it to mostly go forward. Trump issued additional bans in fall 2017 and January 2020, with various changes to the countries covered. Joe Biden rescinded the bans on January 20, 2021.

In a video about the new ban, Trump cited "the entry of foreign nationals who are not properly vetted, as well as those who come here as temporary visitors and overstay their visas," and said: "We don't want them."

That message is loud and clear--even to those who aren't formally banned. Horror stories about foreign nationals visiting the U.S. have begun to circulate: Two German teens claimed that they were detained, strip-searched, and deported from Hawaii (U.S. Customs and Border Protection denied their account and alleged that they had entered the country under false pretenses); an Australian ex-police officer said she was locked up while trying to visit her American husband; New Zealand's biggest newspaper ran an article in which an anonymous "travel industry staffer" encouraged Kiwis not to visit the United States.

These anecdotes could exact a cost. The World Travel & Tourism Council, an industry trade group, released a report last month forecasting a $12.5 billion decline in tourist spending in the United States this year. That is not the product of global factors: Out of 184 countries the group studied, the U.S. is the only one expected to see a drop. Other forecasts see a smaller but still huge decline, though so far the data show a major decline only in travel to the U.S. from Canada.

The Trump administration's reputation as a host has taken a hit in other ways too. A visit to the White House was once a desirable prize for any foreign leader; now even allies are approaching them with trepidation. After the president ambushed Ukraine's Volodymyr Zelensky and South Africa's Cyril Ramaphosa in Oval Office meetings--showing a racist and misleading clip, in the latter case--German Chancellor Friedrich Merz reportedly prepared for yesterday's meeting by seeking tips from other world leaders on how to handle Trump. (The encounter was still bumpy at times.)

This hostility to foreigners of all sorts is neither an accident nor collateral damage. It's the policy. Trump's xenophobia is long-standing and well documented, but some of his aides have developed this into more than just a reflex of disgust. Vice President J. D. Vance has championed ideas aligned with the "Great Replacement" theory that Democrats are trying to dilute the existing demographic and cultural mix of the United States with immigrants. "America is not just an idea," he said last July. "It is a group of people with a shared history and a common future." Stephen Miller and the Project 2025 crew, each of whom exerts a great deal of influence over Trump's policies, have pushed not just for stopping illegal immigration and deporting migrants but also for limiting legal immigration.

The rare exception that Trump and his aides allow helps make the implied racism in these ideas explicit. The administration has moved to dramatically reduce refugee admissions, but last month, it welcomed a few dozen white Afrikaners from South Africa, whom the White House claims were victims of racial discrimination at home.

The administration even seems eager to discourage people from leaving the country. Green-card holders are being arrested and detained while reentering the U.S.; immigration lawyers say the safest course for legal permanent residents is to stay in the country. Trump has also repeatedly expressed a desire to weaken the dollar, which would make it more expensive for Americans to vacation overseas.

North Korea is frequently described as a hermit kingdom for its willingness to wall itself off from the rest of the world. Trump has expressed his admiration for and personal bond with Kim Jong Un before, but now he seems eager to emulate Kim's seclusion too.

Related:

	Trump's campaign to scare off foreign students
 	How the Trump administration learned to obscure the truth in court




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic.

	What happens when people don't understand how AI works
 	Trump is wearing America down.
 	Inside the Trump-Musk breakup
 	The Super Bowl of internet beefs




Today's News

	The Supreme Court ruled that DOGE members can have access to the Social Security Administration's sensitive records.
 	The Labor Department released numbers showing that job growth was strong but did slow last month amid uncertainty about Donald Trump's tariff policies. The unemployment rate held steady.
 	Five leaders of the Proud Boys, four of whom had been found guilty of seditious conspiracy due to their actions on January 6, 2021, sued the government for $100 million, claiming that their constitutional rights had been violated.




More From The Atlantic

	Juliette Kayyem: The new Gaza relief effort was bound to fail.
 	Every election is now existential. 
 	As America steps back, others step in.




Evening Read


Photo-Illustration by Colin Hunter. Sources: Getty; Steve Schapiro / Getty; Paramount / Everett Collection; Universal / Everett Collection; Lionsgate Entertainment; CBS Photo Archive / Getty; Silver Screen Collection / Getty.



Fast Times and Mean Girls

By Hillary Kelly

In the early spring, I caught a preview at my local Alamo Drafthouse Cinema for its forthcoming stoner-classics retrospective: snippets of Monty Python's Life of Brian; Tommy Boy; a few Dada-esque cartoons perfect for zonking out on, post-edible. The audience watched quietly until Matthew McConaughey, sporting a parted blond bowl cut and ferrying students to some end-of-year fun, delivered a signature bit of dialogue. "Say, man, you got a joint?" he asked the kid in the back seat. "Uhhh, no, not on me, man." "It'd be a lot cooler if you did," he drawled. The crowd, including me, went wild.
 Richard Linklater's Dazed and Confused, in which a fresh-faced McConaughey appears as Wooderson, the guy who graduated years back but still hangs with the high-school kids, is that kind of teen movie: eternally jubilance-inspiring. Set in 1976 and released in 1993, it's a paean to the let-loose ethos of a certain decade of American high school. And boy do these kids let loose.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


TPS Productions / Focus Features



Watch. The Phoenician Scheme, in theaters, is the latest Wes Anderson film to let modern life seep into a high-concept world.

Read. Check out our summer reading guide to find a book for every mood.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

In other immigration news, ABC News broke the story this afternoon that Kilmar Abrego Garcia, the Maryland resident and Salvadoran citizen whom the Trump administration deported to a Salvadoran Gulag, has been returned to the United States to face criminal charges. The Justice Department acknowledged in court that Abrego Garcia's removal was an "administrative error," as my colleague Nick Miroff reported, before resorting to ever more absurd claims that he was a member of the gang MS-13. Now Abrego Garcia has been indicted for alleged involvement in a scheme to traffic migrants within the United States.

I have no idea if these charges are true; the indictment is relatively brief, and the administration's earlier desperation to pin charges on him is worrying. (The investigation that led to the criminal charges reportedly began only after his removal.) Nevertheless, if the government believes that he committed these crimes, he should be tried in court with due process. As I wrote in April, "If the people who are getting arrested are really the cold-blooded criminals the executive branch insists they are, saying so in a court of law should be relatively easy." Now the administration will have a chance to do that, and Abrego Garcia will have a chance to defend himself.

-- David

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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Elon Musk Goes Nuclear

The world's richest man and the president of the United States are now openly fighting.

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.


From the moment Elon Musk bounded onstage, midriff bared, to campaign for Donald Trump, cynics predicted that the two men's egos were too large to allow for a lasting alliance. Improbably, however, the bond persisted, despite the rocky rollout of the U.S. DOGE Service, disagreements over legislation, and even covers of The New Yorker and Time that seemed designed to troll Trump and drive a wedge between the men.

Now it seems the cynics weren't wrong--just premature in their predictions. A feud that simmered all week broke into outright hostility this afternoon, with Trump appearing to threaten to cancel all of the contracts and tax subsidies Musk's companies have with the government, and Musk alleging that Trump hasn't released files related to Jeffrey Epstein because he's implicated in them. The falling-out feels both inevitable and still shocking. (The Germans must have a word for this situation; perhaps Trump could ask Chancellor Friedrich Merz, who visited the White House today.)

It was only Friday that Trump and Musk held an amiable press conference in the Oval Office to mark the end of Musk's time as a "special government employee," as he returns to his somewhat battered companies. Trump presented Musk with a key to the White House--gilded, but you knew that--and Musk promised to continue to offer Trump advice as much as desired. "I hope so," the president replied. He's apparently having second thoughts now. "I'm very disappointed in Elon," Trump said in an appearance alongside Merz.

The rift opened over the past few days, as Musk began campaigning against the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, the sprawling legislation that Republicans are trying to move through both houses of Congress to extend Trump's first-term tax cuts, slash entitlements, and achieve whatever else of the president's agenda they can cram in or sneak past members and the Senate parliamentarian.

"This massive, outrageous, pork-filled Congressional spending bill is a disgusting abomination," Musk posted on X on Tuesday. "Shame on those who voted for it: you know you did wrong. You know it." In another post, he wrote, "Bankrupting America is NOT ok! KILL the BILL." In yet another: "The Big Ugly Bill will INCREASE the deficit to $2.5 trillion!" And a fourth: "This bill was never shown to me even once and was passed in the dead of night so fast that almost no one in Congress could even read it!"

What Musk wants is not entirely clear. His understanding of government spending has always been muddled, which is one reason DOGE was doomed to miss its cost-cutting targets. His sudden emergence as a strict deficit hawk is difficult to believe, though if he's really concerned, he could call for higher taxes. (Somehow it's not surprising that a multibillionaire would prefer to cut social services for average citizens.) One hint about the true source of his fury is that he keeps bringing up reductions in subsidies for electric vehicles, something that could directly affect his bottom line.

At first, in an unusual display of circumspection and restraint, the White House tried to avoid directly responding to Musk. Then officials began pushing back, mostly in policy terms. Trump unleashed a flurry of announcements last night that seemed intended to distract from Musk. But then Trump's patience ran out, producing today's sound bite. The president also said he'd rather Musk criticize him personally than the bill, which sounds false.

The situation puts Trump in an ironic position: He likes to be the guy on the outside, attacking government officials for failing to accomplish some impossible task. Now Musk is doing that to him, while Trump has to defend the imperfect process of legislation. As of this writing, Musk had pinned to the top of his X profile a repost of many screenshots of Trump arguing for fiscal discipline before having won his first term. "Where is this guy today??" Musk sniped.

A clash between Musk and Trump will be a test of what happens when two of the greatest promoters in mass-media history square off. Both are adept at driving a news cycle; both are the owners of social-media platforms; and although X is much larger than Truth Social, Trump also has the advantage of being, you know, the president of the United States. Which of them can control the news more?

But the most interesting clash is the one between two guys who thought they had bought each other off. For a time, they both must have thought they had a great deal. Trump got at least a quarter of a billion dollars in campaign support from Musk, and he got the joy of having the world's richest man as his sidekick. Maybe Trump even believed that DOGE would be able to make huge budget cuts via improvements in efficiency.

Musk, meanwhile, was able to wield unprecedented power as an unelected, unconfirmed bureaucrat. In 2023, during an onstage discussion, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu asked the South African-born Musk, "You can't be president of the U.S. last time I checked, right?" Musk replied with a smirk, "Not officially." For a moment, he seemed to achieve that unofficial reign. DOGE was given wide latitude. Musk skulked around the Oval Office with his young son and mugged in interviews with the president. He could also help direct contracts to his companies, hurt competitors, and install allies in key posts. At the peak of their bond, and a nadir of propriety, the president arranged an infomercial for Tesla on the White House lawn.

Now, as they drift apart, both men are feeling burned. "I've helped Elon a lot," Trump groused today. Later, he unloaded on Musk on Truth Social. "Elon was 'wearing thin,' I asked him to leave, I took away his EV Mandate that forced everyone to buy Electric Cars that nobody else wanted (that he knew for months I was going to do!), and he just went CRAZY!," Trump wrote, adding in a threat: "The easiest way to save money in our Budget, Billions and Billions of Dollars, is to terminate Elon's Governmental Subsidies and Contracts. I was always surprised that Biden didn't do it!"

Musk's anger, though just as hot, was tinged with imperious presumption. "Without me, Trump would have lost the election, Dems would control the House and the Republicans would be 51-49 in the Senate," Musk wrote on X this afternoon. "Such ingratitude," he added. You can kind of see his point: He thought that investing massive amounts of money into Trump would allow him to get whatever he wanted from Trump, and Trump did little to dispel that impression. Musk's transparency about DOGE's actions was wanting, but he's making it crystal clear what he thought he bought. Trump and Musk are both learning the limitations on their purchases--and the public is getting an illustration of the danger of someone like Musk having so much personal influence on the government.
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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 6:07 p.m. ET on June 6, 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.

The administration 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


Levi Brown / Trunk Archive



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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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 this 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 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 has 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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